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            Katie Watson and the Painter’s Plot

          

          Book 1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      For Mom and Dad, who raised me on daily, healthy doses of the things that matter most, like good stories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      For those readers among you who know a bit about history, you might recognise a few real-life characters in this story, for example King James I, Queen Anne of Denmark and William Shakespeare.

      These and other characters in the book belong to History, and, while I tried to give them an accurate and fair representation, their words and deeds in the following pages are all purely made up.

      Nevertheless, you might just discover quite a few things about life in Shakespeare’s England through Katie’s adventure. After all, there is no better portal to the past than a book!

      

      A note about Katie Watson’s use of English:

      Like the author, Katie has spent a great deal of time both in the United States of America and Great Britain. That is why you will find some sneaky British terms and spellings slipping into her narrative. For example, cosy instead of cozy, colour instead of color, travelling instead of traveling, and car park instead of parking lot.
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            The Doomed Summer

          

        

      

    

    
      “Have a good trip,” I told Fergie and Francis as I pushed a bowl of pellets into their crate. “At least you’ll be going on an adventure this summer. Not like some of us.” Fergie squeaked, which might have been sympathy in guinea pig language. But judging by their blank expressions as they furiously nibbled their pellets, I wasn’t convinced they really understood how I was feeling.

      There was a ding dong from the doorbell. “That’ll be your ride,” I informed the guinea pigs. I hoisted my duffel bag over one shoulder, then squatted to pick up the crate from its place below the hooks where all my riding ribbons hung. As I stood up, the ribbons brushed against my hair, as if to tease me. I gritted my teeth and turned away.

      Waddling down the hallway, I stopped in front of Charlie’s room. His door was open, but he had his back to me, taking the posters from his wall and rolling them up for packing. The room looked as sad and bare as an undecorated Christmas tree. The sight of its blandness made me feel hollow and lonely, like things would never be the same again. Why did this summer ever have to come?

      Normally, summers couldn’t come soon enough. I would count down the days on my horse wall calendar until we could pack up our bags and head off to England to visit my grandparents. Charlie and I call them Nan and Pop, and we’ve spent every summer with them since I was born. That was part of “the deal” when my English mum agreed to marry my dad and move to America.

      Summers in England really are superb. Nan and Pop live in an old farm house in Kent with woods, blackberry brambles, an old barn and even a wishing well. Charlie and I always played orphans out there, pretending to live in the barn and make wishes into the well that one day we would live in a palace with servants to bring us tea and extra buttery scones on silver trays whenever we liked. Then, when Nan called us into the house for tea time and brought us a tray of fresh baked scones, we’d imagine she was our servant and laugh at our secret joke. Nan said we were cheeky, but always with a smile.

      Of course our games became more sophisticated later on, when I got old enough to start reading murder mysteries. Then Charlie became Sherlock Holmes and I was his right-hand man, Watson; we’d think up all kinds of crimes to solve around the farm and the village.

      As I stood there remembering it all, the crate tipped, and one of the guinea pigs gave a loud, complaining reek. I moved away from Charlie’s open door before he could turn around. I didn’t feel like talking; and anyway, all he ever talked about these days was the new life awaiting him in Scotland and all the exciting things he planned to do at university. He didn’t have time for silly games with an eleven-year-old sister anymore. He had real adventures to look forward to now.

      I hobbled downstairs. Dad had got to the door first and was chatting to Miss Thaxton. When she noticed me, her eyes widened and her mouth stretched into an unusually toothy smile.

      “Hi there, Katie. Now don’t you worry about those guinea pigs. They are going to get loads of attention up at the barn while you’re away. The kids will adore them.”

      “I know,” I said, then added a “Thank you.” We stared awkwardly at each other for a second before I finally got the nerve to ask the question burning in my throat. “How’s Gypsy?”

      With that over-the-top smile plastered on her face, Miss Thaxton answered, “Oh, he’s great!”

      “Is anyone, you know … riding him these days?” I asked with dread nibbling at  my stomach.

      Miss Thaxton still smiled but looked pityingly at the same time. “He has a new rider, yes. But Katie, Gypsy will never forget you. I’ve seen hundreds of riders and horses; you two have a truly special bond. And when you get back from your summer travels, you know you can always come and visit him, don’t you?”

      I swallowed and nodded, then slipped quietly into the dining room while Dad carried the guinea pigs out to Miss Thaxton’s truck.

      I let my duffel bag drop to the floor and sank into my chair at the table. Mum set a bowl of porridge down in front of me. I could feel her eyeing me, the way she does when she knows I’m upset but doesn’t want to set me off on one of my “contrary moods.”

      “Raisins?” she asked brightly.

      I shook my head.

      “Maple syrup?”

      I poked at the lumps of oats and shook my head again.

      “Don’t be silly. You love raisins and maple syrup.”

      Without looking at Mum, I reached down and pulled the mystery novel I was reading from my duffel bag. Propping it open on the table, I pretended not to notice as she sprinkled raisins and syrup into my porridge.

      “How’s the book?” she asked.

      I shrugged and grumbled, “Better than real life.”

      “Oh? Real life’s not so bad, is it? After all, we’re flying to England tomorrow, and then who knows what sort of fun Nan and Pop have planned for you all?”

      “You and Dad and Charlie will be having all the fun up in Scotland.” I should’ve stopped there, but there was still a lot of steam inside me that needed venting. “I still don’t see why I have to stay behind while you ‘settle him in’ and go hiking and see otters and puffins and … and …”

      “You know why, Katie,” Mum chided in a gentle voice. “This is a special time for Charlie. And besides that, the doctor thinks you need to take it a bit easy until we’re sure you’re 100 per cent recovered. You’ll have a chance to visit the Highlands some time. In the meantime, why not at least try to enjoy your holiday with Nan and Pop? They’re so looking forward to spending time with you.”

      “It’s still not fair,” I grumbled under my breath and leaned over my book with my head in my hands.

      With one stealthy movement, Mum slipped the book out from under me and turned it over to look at the back cover. “A mystery, eh? This does look good. Have you ever noticed that in books ... the good ones, at least ... the main character has to go through difficulties, sometimes enormous, challenging changes out of their control?”

      I didn’t answer, but Mum carried on. “Isn’t that what sets the adventure going? All the change and challenge? Isn’t that what makes it a story worth reading?” She handed me back the book. “Just something to think about.”

      Then she turned right on her heels and started scrubbing the porridge pot before I had the chance to exercise my contrary mood. So frustrating that we are so much alike, I thought. From our lanky limbs and strawberry-coloured hair to our love of riding horses. Mum always knows what I’ll argue back before I do and always has me blocked.

      I knew what I wanted to say. Maybe that’s how it worked in books — maybe characters have to go through all sorts of rubbish to get their adventures. But it didn’t make me feel any better, and it certainly didn’t persuade me that having my life turned upside down was any kind of adventure worth having.

      I forced down my porridge and carried the bowl to the sink. Mum wiped her hands on the tea towel and walked over to my duffel bag at the same time. “Are you sure you’ve packed everything, Kate? I don’t want Nan having to go to the shops a dozen times for things you’ve forgotten.” She leant down to pick up the bag and let it drop into the chair with a grunt. “My heavens! What have you got in here? Your entire library?”

      “It’s just clothes and a few books,” I spat out, rushing over. But before I could step in, she’d unzipped the bag and found them: the riding helmet and boots I’d stuffed right down at the bottom, hoping they’d stay hidden there until Mum and Dad and Charlie went off to Scotland and left me alone with Nan and Pop. Mum would never agree to let me go to riding camp; she would want me to follow the doctor’s orders and take it easy. But if I asked my grandparents nicely enough, they were sure to give in. At least they would have. Now I was busted.

      “Katie, what is this?” She held out the riding helmet, her eyebrows raised and waiting for an explanation.

      “I just thought I could try again over the summer. I won’t have anything else to do.”

      “Katie …”

      “Mum, I know I can do it if I just—”

      “KATIE!” Mum took a deep breath, then spoke in a low, calm voice. “We’ve been through this. I know how badly you want to ride again. And I admire your determination, I really do. But, love, maybe you’re just not ready yet.”

      I looked away from her, a puff of hot air fuming from my nostrils.

      She took a step nearer and stroked my hair, the very patch of hair that hid the large, uneven scar across my scalp. “Your accident with Gypsy was a terrible, traumatic thing to go through. Most girls would never dream of riding ever again after that. Be patient with yourself. The time will come. There’s no need to rush it.”

      I jerked back from her hand. “But I am ready! I’ve got to ride, Mum. You don’t know what it’s like not being able to do the thing you love most in the world!”

      Mum looked uncertainly at me for half a moment. Maybe she was coming around after all!

      Then she shook her head, and my heart sank. “I’m sorry, Katie. I don’t want you going near a horse while your dad and I are away. Nan and Pop wouldn’t know what to do if something happened, and … I just … I don’t want you getting hurt again.”

      My eyes started stinging, and I could feel my chin quivering. Everything seemed to be caving in on me all at once, and I lost it. “It’s not fair!” I shouted as my eyes went blurry. “Gypsy was my best friend, and I’ve lost him. Now Charlie’s going away forever, and you’re leaving me alone all summer and won’t even let me try to ride again!”

      Charlie chose just that moment to saunter into the kitchen with his hiking pack strapped to his back and ask, “How do I look? Ready to take on the Highlands?”

      Mum gave him a look that meant not now, for Pete’s sake. I wish she hadn’t. It only made him take note of my red face and puffy eyes. I spun away from Mum, still standing there holding my riding helmet, pushed past a speechless Charlie and his hiking pack, and ran out of the front door, narrowly missing Dad as he walked up the driveway. I didn’t stop until I got to the old tree swing in the back yard.

      I couldn’t stand it. I knew when the others felt sorry for me — the poor little girl who fell off her horse and went into shock every time she tried to get back on. I used to be good! Gypsy and I used to ride like champions, to jump, to fly! Now I was just a pathetic eleven-year-old with a scar on her head and a sheltered, adventure-less life.

      Everything had changed for me. Everything felt so uncertain … except for one thing. Unless a miracle happened, this summer would be the worst of my life.
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            Otterly Manor

          

        

      

    

    
      The journey to England felt like old times. Charlie and I imagined everyone we met on the plane was a suspect in our made-up murder mystery. Once I laughed so hard, my complimentary Sprite came gushing from my nostrils, and then we both laughed so hard the flight attendant came to check everything was alright. I almost managed to forget the wretched reality: this was the last time we’d be going to Nan and Pop’s together before everything changed.

      But all the old tummy knots came back as soon as Pop collected us at the airport. Of course I was happy to see him; but on the drive home, I wished he would just talk about the weather or anything other than the upcoming trip to Scotland and how magnificent the Highlands would be this time of year. If I’d felt the bitter sting of missing out before, by the time we got to the farmhouse, I was boiling with it.

      Nan set out tea for us in the conservatory, but I could hardly enjoy my buttery scone loaded with clotted cream and jam. All she wanted to talk about was Charlie’s big move to university and all the wonderful experiences he would have. I found I’d lost my appetite and held the second half of my scone under the table until Oscar, my grandparents’ cocker spaniel, stealthily put it away with one wet chomp.

      After tea, Pop had the brilliant idea of pulling out some of his old trekking photos from the attic to show Dad and Charlie. Normally, I never miss a trip up to the attic. You never know what mysterious object from the past you may find up there, from my great grandmother’s gramophone with its huge copper trumpet to Mum’s collection of riding trophies. But this time I hung back to help Nan and Mum clear away the tea things.

      “Are you feeling alright, Katherine?” Nan eyed me sideways and pursed her lips the way she always does when she’s being shrewd, making her dimples twice as deep. “I must say, you look a tad flushed.”

      I shrugged as I handed her a stack of plates. “Just tired from the journey, I guess.”

      “I don’t doubt you are! Why don’t you go upstairs and have a lie down until dinner? It won’t do to have you coming down with a fever. Pop and I have planned some lovely Days Out for the three of us.”

      A Day Out is Nan and Pop’s code word for an educational trip: visits to museums, historic monuments, famous gardens, the occasional castle. All interesting in their own way, and Charlie and I always find a way of turning Days Out into live action detective stories. But a Day Out to some old building with no Charlie to joke around with? That was hardly the sort of adventure I was looking for, the sort my life seriously lacked.

      Nan carried on, happily scrubbing away at the plates. “Pop discovered a really fine old house that’s been sitting right under our noses all this time in a neighbouring village. Otterly Manor, it’s called. Have a look beside the telephone, Katherine. I do believe Pop’s got a brochure about it.” She craned her head around and nodded towards the little table under the telephone. “Would you believe, it was built in the sixteenth century and such a specimen! We thought we’d go and explore it tomorrow after we drop this lot off at the station. What do you think, Katie dear?”

      I forced what I hoped appeared to be a believably genuine smile.

      “You see, Katherine?” Mum piped in. “An adventure already budding!”

      I turned my head so Nan wouldn’t see me roll my eyes.

      Mum shot me a stern glare back, but transformed it magically into a smile as Nan turned around from the sink.

      I felt a little ashamed, but I was also fed up. “C’mon, Oscar. Let’s go outside,” I said, patting my leg so he would follow me. Reluctantly, I picked up the brochure on my way to the door with no intention of actually looking at it, but to keep Nan happy. But after a few minutes of sitting on the wishing well, looking blankly down into its black depths, I unfolded the brochure and let my eyes skim over it. They travelled immediately to the words Riding at Otterly Manor, and my heart gave a little leap. I continued reading hungrily. Otterly Manor boasts one of the largest remaining royal hunting grounds in the country. Experience riding horseback like the ladies and lords of old at Otterly Manor’s Equestrian Centre.

      I folded the brochure back up and wedged it into my pocket. I wouldn’t dare let Mum see this. She had said I was strictly to stay away from horses; but surely it couldn’t hurt me just to go and look at them, could it?

      Yes, it could. I knew it would be torture to come so close yet not be able to ride. But that didn’t matter. I needed to be near horses … to prove to myself that I wasn’t afraid so I could prove it to Mum and everyone else. For just a moment, I allowed my imagination to paint a picture of me on Gypsy, galloping across an ancient forest. It was just a thought, but the thought alone was so exhilarating, I now felt tomorrow’s Day Out to Otterly Manor couldn’t come soon enough.

      

      The next morning, the dreaded goodbyes came and went in the dreary, dewy dawn at the train station. Being left behind still stung, but now part of me was eager to see them go.

      “Be good, Katie,” Dad said. “We’ll be thinking of you all the time.”

      “Keep a sharp eye on things, Watson,” Charlie said. “And here. This is for you.” He handed me a tatty, pocket-sized, leather-bound book with The Hound of the Baskervilles embossed in gold on the binding.

      “But this is your copy. I can’t take it.”

      “Yours now. I’m promoting you to head detective in my absence. Just don’t forget to write me with all the juicy mysteries you unravel.” He smiled and ruffled up my hair. I clutched the book to my chest with a lump in my throat.

      Lastly, Mum pulled me into a tight hug, then held both my forearms so we were eye-to-eye. “Try to enjoy yourself, Katie. You never know what may happen.” She smiled, then added with extra emphasis, “And Katie, please, be careful.”

      I hugged Mum and waved them off as the train pulled away. But all I could think was how much I didn’t want to be careful. I didn’t want to be babied. I wanted an adventure, and I was going to have to find one. Maybe one would be waiting for me at Otterly Manor …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            I Spy

          

        

      

    

    
      Back at the farmhouse, Nan and Pop appeared to have forgotten all about our plans for a Day Out. They both settled down in their chairs to read the papers. I inwardly groaned as I stalked up to my bedroom and took Charlie’s leather copy of The Hound of the Baskervilles from the bedside table. Curling up under my duvet with Oscar sprawled across my feet, I tried to get lost in the story of a wealthy heir who begs the help of Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson when he is cursed by a demon dog. But a few pages in, I gave up and put the book down. It wasn’t that the story was boring — I’d loved every Sherlock Holmes mystery I’d read so far, and this was Charlie’s favourite. But reading it then only gnawed at the miserable, discontented feeling in the pit my stomach. I didn’t just want to read an adventure … I wanted to live one. That imaginary picture of me and Gypsy galloping across the royal hunting ground reappeared in my mind like a cruel joke. Like that was ever going to happen. I squeezed my eyes shut, thinking maybe I would just sleep the summer away, curled up in my nest like Fergie and Francis, but all alone … a lonesome little hibernating rodent.

      My hibernation plan came to a swift end.

      “Katherine?” Pop rapped his knuckles once on the door before poking his head around to look in on me. “Feel up to an outing? Nan’s packed a picnic to write home about. My own rhubarb crumble for dessert,” he added, his bushy white eyebrows wiggling up and down. They stopped wiggling and knitted together. “Unless of course you’re feeling poorly?”

      “No,” I said, pushing the duvet back and swinging my legs to the floor. “I’m fine. I’ll be right down.” Eager to set off, I stuffed my spy journal down into my backpack, then picked up The Hound of the Baskervilles and fanned my thumb through its gold leaf pages. “Why not?” I thought, and nestled it down into the bag as well. It could be a good distraction if things didn’t go so well with the horses.

      

      Although we spent every summer in England, it always took me by surprise just how grey and bleak the days could be. Still, the countryside glowed emerald green against the grey sky, and the hedgerows and little village gardens were in full summer bloom.

      At the end of a quaint village road lined with gift shops, tea shops and pubs, Pop turned into a drive with a gatehouse. Tall, cast-iron gates barred the way. A lady with a name badge strolled drowsily out of the gatehouse and scanned a card Pop held out to her.

      “Welcome to Otterly Manor,” she said, half yawning. Next thing, the gates creaked open and we were driving down a green, sweeping valley carpeted in patches of thick bracken.

      “Keep your eyes open.” Pop nodded towards the window. “Otterly Manor boasts one of the country’s oldest deer parks. Been here since medieval times. If you’re lucky, you’ll spot the white hart himself.”

      “If you spot the white hart, you will be lucky, as the old superstition has it,” Nan added.

      I peered out of the window, looking for movement in the bracken. Sure enough, as the road wound upward through a lane of massive, gnarled oaks, I spotted a rack of antlers protruding up through the high undergrowth. The stag trotted forth, completely unafraid of our car, and Pop stopped the car as he led his family of downy does and speckled fawns in procession across the road to graze on the other hillside.

      “Wow!” I caught myself mouthing before I remembered that Dad and Mum and Charlie would soon be seeing wild reindeer that would probably dwarf these little tame ones. But these park deer were pretty, and I told Pop so when I caught his eyes smiling at me expectantly through his bushy white eyebrows in the rear-view mirror.

      The road threaded upwards through the trees until it levelled out onto a wide, flat meadow that had partly been turned into a gravel car park. As soon as Pop turned onto the gravel in search of a parking space, we saw it, straight ahead: a monstrosity of stone soared up out of nowhere. The house — if you could even call it a house — was much grander than I’d imagined. With its great, stone face, stacks of chimneys, crenellated towers and turrets all piled up on top of each other, it was more of a cross between a castle and a town.

      “Here we are!” Nan chirped as Pop turned off the engine. “What do you think of it, Katherine?”

      “It’s … big,” was the most creative response I could come up with at that moment.

      Pop chuckled. “Big is right! We’re going to need our vittles before we tackle the inside. Winny, how about those sandwiches?”

      Finishing my sandwich and swigging down the last gulp of ginger beer, I shivered and pulled my hands inside my hoodie. Cold as I was, I was dying to go off in search of the riding centre. We must be close, I thought; and as the thought crossed my mind, I heard the wonderful sound of a horse whinnying in the distance. I strained my eyes to see through the oak trees and could just make out the bobbing movement of a cantering horse and rider in the distant meadow.

      “I know what’ll warm you up,” Pop said, snapping me out of my trance. “Let’s give Oscar some exercise, then we’ll head for the house. What do you say, Katherine?”

      I nodded. “Looks like there’s a big field over there,” I said, pointing to the meadow where I’d seen the horse.

      Nan stayed behind to tidy up the picnic while Pop and I took Oscar to play. Pop found a field much closer to the house than the meadow where I’d seen the rider, but at least it gave me a good view of the Manor’s old stables, now used as a warehouse for storing old displays and gardening tools.

      Oscar went wild when Pop produced his tennis ball in its plastic sling. Pop knows I love dogs, so he always lets me take charge of slinging the ball. I held the sling back behind my head, then flung it forward, catapult style, sending the tennis ball soaring like a home-run hit. Oscar shot forward to catch it just before it hit the ground.

      After a few minutes of the chase, Oscar was panting and my socks were properly soaked through. I stuffed the ball sling into my backpack and hoped Pop would suggest stopping by the café; but he said it was time to find Nan and warm up inside the house.

      The only trouble was, inside the vast, cavernous stone house felt even colder than outside! We walked through the first gate tower into a grassy courtyard with marble statues. On the opposite side of the courtyard, we were met by another mass of stone towers, turrets and latticed windows. Then through another passage into a stone courtyard where a sign with an arrow pointed to an arched doorway in a wall decorated with antlers like an old hunting lodge. Finally, following the arrow, we entered the house … or a tiny part of the house, anyway.

      Just inside, an ancient-looking man in a thick winter coat greeted us in the dark passageway, dabbing his elongated nostrils with a handkerchief. “Welcome to the Great Hall of Otterly Manor. The tour begins here and is self-guided. Oh, and for the little girl …” He picked up a booklet from a side table and offered it to me with a soppy smile. It had a silly cartoon drawing of a young girl in frilly clothing on the cover. A speech bubble came from her mouth with the invitation, “Can you spot these missing objects in the house? Put an X beside each object you find to win a prize at the end of the tour.”

      “Good luck, ducky,” the old man said. “Extra points for finding the Green Man. He’s a tricky one to spot.” And he gave me a wink that looked rather like he’d got something in his eye.

      “Thanks.” I smiled, then promptly turned away, dropping the smile and stuffing the pamphlet into my hoodie pocket. Honestly, why did everyone seem to think I was a baby? I didn’t want to spot missing objects. In fact, I didn’t want to be in that draughty old house at all. All I could think about was the horse and rider I’d seen out on the grounds, unaware of the wind and drizzle as they galloped across green meadows. Meanwhile, here I was playing a game of I Spy all to win a stupid pencil eraser.

      Nan and Pop had already started their self-guided tour in the next room, which, according to the plaque on the wall, was the Great Hall, and I could hear them whispering in raptures over every little detail through the doorway. I scuffled along after them, my wet tennis shoes squeaking against the chequered stone floor tiles. Once inside, my eyes travelled automatically up and up to the high, wooden ceiling that reminded me of a honeycomb, then around the walls where dozens of life-sized portraits hung.

      Ok, I had to admit, it was a pretty impressive dining room. Of course, it would have been better had there been a fire in the gigantic hearth. And better still had Charlie been there to laugh at the ridiculous-looking people in the portraits, especially the man in the stiff, silk suit with a lace collar, high-heeled shoes with big bobbles on top and a silly, pointed goatee beard. An engraved golden plate on the frame informed me the frilly man was the Second Earl of Dorset. If only Charlie had been there, he’d have made up the most wonderful whodunit scenario. Was it Mr Fancy Pants with the fire poker in the Buttery? Or was it Lady Pugnose with a hairpin in the Orangery? Just the thought of what Charlie would say made me giggle the tiniest of private giggles, yet it echoed around the cavernous room, right up to the honeycomb ceiling. One of the wardens — a poodle-haired old lady — gave me a disapproving scowl, and I was all too glad to follow Nan and Pop out of the Great Hall and into the Great Staircase.

      I must say, I felt a small blip of excitement walking up that staircase. It was one of those wide, wooden ones with heavy banisters like the deck of a pirate ship. The walls were painted with interesting designs of dogs and birds, lounging ladies and musical instruments. And at every turn, a wooden leopard perched on top of the banister posts, showing off a coat of arms.

      “What’s with all the leopards?” I whispered to Pop who was inspecting a pane of stained glass.

      “Oh, that.” Pop grinned, always pleased for the chance to show off a bit of trivia knowledge. “That, you see, is the heraldic symbol of the Buckville family. Thomas Buckville, the First Earl of … er, what was it?” He took his glasses from his coat pocket and quickly consulted his guidebook. “Ah, that’s it. First Earl of  Dorset. Anyway, he had the leopards installed when he took over the place and redecorated it.”

      “Oh,” I said, trying to sound impressed.

      The Great Staircase led to a long passage, and I do mean long, as in bowling alley long! Not only was it long, it was dark and creepy, and, as Mum would say, “wonderfully wonky”. The floors sloped one way, the walls another. And creepier still, all down the wood-panelled walls hung old portraits of stuffy, sombre-looking gentlemen and ladies in what looked to me to be very uncomfortable clothing. I walked hastily along the wonky gallery towards the only source of light at the very end, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that all those eyes followed me, marking my every squeaky step.

      I was glad to leave the portrait gallery, but my goodness! This house went on forever like a maze! There was bedroom after parlour after airing room; you name it and there was a room for it in Otterly Manor. And Nan and Pop couldn’t seem to get enough of rooms!

      At last we came to another large, much more open gallery with billiard tables and lots more huge, hanging paintings. A medium-sized one in the corner caught my eye. It was of a girl, about my own age probably, but dressed just like a little queen with golden braids woven tightly around her head. Still, she didn’t have the same snooty look as most of the other portrait characters. Somehow she was so lifelike, like someone I might make friends with at school. Her round, rosy cheeks gave her a kindly look and her face sparkled with a pair of clever blue eyes, though there was a speck of sadness in them as well. A bird perched on her finger, and her other hand rested on the head of an enormous grey dog.

      My imagination had just begun to play with the thought of what it would be like to live in that golden-haired girl’s world when I heard Nan whispering excitedly to Pop behind me. Nan collects special porcelain pieces, and she had just come across a glass case full of what must have been extra special pieces by the look on her face. A hefty warden sitting nearby stood up and approached the case with a smug look of information. Sure enough, the three of them were deep into plates, wash basins and figurines before you could say “China”. There was no doubt about it — I was going to be stuck in this musty gallery for eternity.

      I tried to pass the time by peering out of the latticed window at the end of the hall in hopes of seeing the horse and rider again. I had no luck, though, so instead I tried matching up the different outbuildings to their labels on a plaque in the window ledge. By the time I’d spotted the stables, the kitchen garden, the dairy, the jail and the brewhouse, all three times each, my stomach had started grumbling. When would this tour finally come to an end and a trip to the café?

      I felt so antsy waiting that, without really thinking, I pulled the I Spy pamphlet from my hoodie pocket and thumbed through it. There was the leopard statue; I put an X in the box beside it. To my surprise, the next page featured the painting of the girl with the big grey dog that had caught my eye. The caption beside it just said Portrait of Sophia Brunswick-Lüneburg, 1606. I put an X beside Sophia’s portrait, and kept flipping.

      A few pages later, I stopped to look at a rather funny-looking object. At first it looked just like a wreath of leaves carved into wood, but on a second take, a pair of eyes, a flat nose and grinning lips appeared right in the middle of the foliage with leaves growing out of its nostrils and mouth and forming his leafy eyebrows. Green Man was all the caption said. So that was what the old man at the door was going on about. I peered up from the booklet at Nan and Pop; they still had all ears on the warden who was now treating them to a full lecture on each and every painting in the gallery. All the other visitors had moseyed on to other parts of the never-ending house. I shrugged, telling myself I was only playing this baby’s game because there was nothing better to do. But truth is, I felt just a little bit excited about finding this mysterious Green Man who was supposedly so tricky to spot. Maybe it awoke my inner detective.

      I ran my hand along the wood-panelled walls, scanning them for the Green Man as I went. I retraced my steps to the corner where Sophia’s portrait hung, and then, aha! There in the panelling right above it was a Green Man wearing the very same moony grin. I put an X beside his box, and I looked up again. But something seemed different. Had the Green Man’s tongue been sticking out like that before?

      I checked the picture in the pamphlet. Definitely not sticking out there. Had I got the wrong Green Man? But I was certain his lips had been closed just a moment before. I thought it must be my empty stomach making me loopy. But just to make sure, I reached up with one finger and touched his wooden nose. What happened next was the strangest thing that had ever happened to me.
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      What happened when I touched the Green Man made me jump backward. The panel of wood on which both he was carved and Sophia’s portrait hung made the quietest creek and opened inward on an invisible hinge. I had heard of trap doors in old houses before — things like that are always turning up in mystery novels — but I never expected to discover one! I looked about, one way and then the other. There was no one in sight. I shrugged, then ducked down and stepped through the door.

      I was in a small chamber with no other door than the one I’d come through. But there was one small window, more like an arrow slit, and a pale beam of light seeped through, catching centuries of ancient dust in its stream. The light glinted off the only other object in the sparse room — a rusty old chest — and lit up a single painting that covered a large portion of the wall to my right.

      Something about that painting drew me in. The colours were so rich and real; it looked almost like a photograph rather than a painting. It was the landscape of Otterly Park with the Manor rising up in the background, and away in the distant hills was a tiny hunting party.  A grove of trees grew near a river in the foreground, and under the trees was a wagon, like the shepherd’s huts I’d seen at some of the country fairs Nan and Pop took us to. A man in a flat, floppy cloth cap sat outside the wagon, smoking a pipe and dabbing paint onto a canvas, while a young girl with strawberry-coloured hair like mine watched over his shoulder. It was such a nice scene and made me feel  a funny sort of hungry feeling in my stomach that wasn’t my appetite. It was longing to be a part of that picture, to have that girl’s adventurous life. What more could anyone wish for? The painter and the girl had a big, black horse for company and a lovely, smoking fire.

      In  fact …

      I took a step back and blinked. Then stepped closer and squinted. I really need to get my eyes checked, I thought. The painting looked so real, I could swear that smoke rings were actually rising up from the embers! I stood glued to the spot, my eyes squinting then opening then squinting again. But as much as I squinted and glared, the smoke rings did not stop rising. My heart began to pound a little harder, and my eyes grew wider, transfixed by the rings circling upwards. Did I hear the faint sound of crackling flame, or was I imagining that too?

      Then, like getting caught up in a whirlwind, several things happened at once. There was a creak and a slam. I whirled around to see the door of the secret chamber slam shut behind me. In a panic, I turned back to the painting. Thank goodness! It had stopped moving … or so I thought until, ever so subtly, the gypsy painter’s face turned towards mine; the fire’s smouldering embers lit up his dark eyes, and then, though I hardly believed my own senses, he winked! Before I could scream, run or faint, or any mixture of the three, I fell forward as if my whole body were being pulled straight into the painting!

      You know that feeling you get when you’re nearly asleep and you think you’re falling? That’s a bit what it felt like falling into the painting, only there was no jolt to wake me up. The dream just kept going. I kept falling through a swirling blur of colours spilling into each other. There was a loud whistling in my ears, like the sound of traffic whooshing past an open car window. At some point, the pull released me, and, for one instant, I was in free fall all on my own. The next second there was a flash of light. I felt wet, papery fingers whip across my face. Then, thud! Cold, hard ground came up to meet me.

      I couldn’t open my eyes at first. My head was spinning, like I’d just been tumbled about by ocean breakers. I wasn’t sure which way was up and which was down. I just lay there, catching my breath. The chirping of birds told me I was outside. Sun rays lit up my closed eyelids, and I felt the dampness of morning dew making my hair stick to my face.

      When at last I thought I could move again, I propped myself up on my elbows, wiped the wet strands of hair out of my eyes and slowly opened one lid then the other. Staring back at me, just inches away, was a pair of big, brown eyes and a wet snout. The doe kept a watchful eye on me, but carried right on munching her mouthful of grass.

      When I got to my knees, spitting out a mouthful of bracken, the doe froze, then darted off into the undergrowth, just in time for me to feel the boom boom of galloping feet approaching from behind.

      WOOF!

      I swung around just in time to close my eyes again before a shoe-sized, dripping wet tongue slurped across my face.

      A girl’s voice rang out somewhere in the distance. “BRITANNIA! TO ME!”

      The enormous grey dog — biggest I’d ever seen — obeyed immediately,  turning on its long, gangly legs and galloping off towards the voice. That gave me a chance to wipe my slobbered face on my sleeve and get to my feet.

      But the sun was so bright by now, I couldn’t make out who had called the dog. And where was I? I tried to get my bearings, but the park looked so different somehow. Yes, there was the front of the house, but where had all the cars gone? And where I thought we’d sat for our picnic earlier, there was a patch of dense forest. What was going on with my head? Had Nan managed to mix up those bottles of ginger beer with Pop’s strong ale? I shaded my eyes to try and see the person approaching me through the wet grass and bracken. Perhaps she would be able to help me sort out where I was and how to get back to Nan and Pop.

      The figure walked steadily towards me — a  small woman in a great big gown. But as she got closer, I realised it wasn’t a woman but a girl, probably not much older than me from the look of her plump, rosy cheeks. She was a solid-looking girl, and very pretty, I thought, feeling just a tinge jealous of her golden hair that beamed in the sun’s rays.

      The huge dog was at her side. Its pointed ears nearly reached the girl’s chin which stuck out the top of a high, lace collar. The very sight of it made me scratch my neck without thinking, but it did make a nice frame for her flushed face and her golden hair which was woven around her head in braids like a basket.

      As she got closer, there was no mistaking her for a girl no older than twelve or thirteen, though her eyes looked like they belonged to someone older. Those eyes were familiar. I almost felt as though I’d met her before … somewhere.

      She was still too far off to call out to her, but I could make out her costume. It was so fancy and grown up! A beige silk gown with green embroidery climbing up the bodice like vines. The long cuffs on the sleeves matched her lace collar. But as beautiful as the dress was, it did look quite uncomfortable, like the clothes in all those stuffy portraits I had seen in the Great Hall.

      Of course! This girl had to be a historical reenactor, paid to dress up and act as if she lived in Otterly Manor’s old days to make tourists feel like they’ve really travelled back in time. It all made perfect sense. We’d been to medieval reenactments at castles before, with jesters and jousting knights. Maybe this girl was dressed up like someone from the days of Queen Elizabeth or King Henry VIII. I’d seen costumes like hers in my history book at school.

      The funny thing is, though she was just an actor, I felt the urge to curtsey when the girl stopped in front of me. She was just right for the part, like a little princess with her sweet smile and her blue eyes sparkling. But I just stood there, feeling rather soggy.

      “I do hope she did not frighten you?” she asked with what sounded like a bit of a foreign accent. “She is still a big puppy and ever so excitable.” She held a scolding finger up to the dog. “But you must learn your manners, Tannia, or you shan’t have any friends.”

      The “puppy” licked its drooping jowls, closed its lion-sized jaws and sat down obediently.

      “It’s ok. She didn’t frighten me.” I was alarmed to hear my voice quavering after my tumble. “I love dogs.” To distract from my wet, slobbery appearance, I pulled off my backpack and took out Oscar’s ball sling. “Does she play fetch?”

      The girl cocked her head to one side. “Fetch?”

      “I mean, will she chase a ball and bring it back to you?”

      “Ah, I see! Naturalich.” The girl’s eyes sparkled. “Yes, her breed is designed to retrieve fowl. But she doesn’t do it much. I claimed her for a Kammerhunde.”

      “I’m sorry, a what?”

      “Oh, my apologies. It is German for chamber dog. I chose Tannia from her litter to be my companion. She was a gift from my Papa when I came to live here.”

      “That’s a nice gift,” I said, still a little unsure whether she was acting or if the dog really did belong to her. “I wish my dad would get me a dog.”

      She cocked her head again, still smiling but with a slightly confused expression.

      “Oscar — that’s my Nan and Pop’s dog — loves his ball sling. Can I throw it for her and see if she likes it?”

      “Oh please!” The girl clasped her hands. “I have never seen such a contraption. I should like to know how it works!”

      I held the ball to Tannia’s nose to let her sniff it, then flung it in a rainbow arc through the air. She was after it in a heartbeat and brought it back with a wagging bottom to drop it at my feet, eager for more.

      The girl laughed a musical laugh and clapped her hands. “It is most extraordinary! Could I try?”

      For all her lace and ruffles, the girl was surprisingly agile and got the hang of the ball sling in only a couple of tries. We laughed at Tannia’s lanky legs and overgrown paws as she lumbered after the ball, and laughed again when she set it down in a pool of slobber on the girl’s leather shoes.

      At last she handed the ball sling back to me with a little curtsey. “I hope you do not think me impertinent, but where do you come from? I’ve never seen such a jigger as that … er, ball sling did you call it? And your dress and speech are unlike anything I have encountered since I came to England, though I have not travelled much in the northern shires ...”

      I was sure the girl really could guess at my accent, but she was acting her part so well, I decided to play along. “Oh I’m not English.” She watched curiously as I opened my backpack to stuff the ball sling down among my books and journals. “That is, my mum is English, but I live in America. I’m just here on holiday visiting my grandparents.”

      “A-mer-i-ca.” She sounded out each syllable slowly, then folded her hands over her highly decorated tummy. “My tutors have wronged me. They say I am excelling at Geography, but this America I have never heard of.”

      “Well,” I began, trying to keep as straight a face as she was managing throughout this game of make-believe, “it is quite far, across the ocean in fact.”

      Her eyes widened as if in true disbelief. “You mean you come from the New World?”

      I shrugged and nodded. “Sure. The New World. What about you? Where did you live before you came to England?”

      “I lived in Wolfenbüttel Castle. In Saxony.” She must have noticed me biting my lip, because she added, “It is a German principality. And most beautiful. I had a very happy childhood with my three elder brothers there. But—” she lowered her eyes and began stroking Tannia’s smooth, grey head—“a year ago, when I turned eleven, my mother and father sent my brother Frederick and me to live at Otterly Manor as the Earl’s wards.”

      “Oh.” She looked so sombre, I almost forgot we were playing a game. “But why did they send you away?”

      “As a ward, Frederick is to be the Earl’s heir and make a good, Protestant match here in England.” She looked up with a determination in her eyes. “And when I am older, I shall go to Court to wait on my aunt the Queen.”

      “The Queen is your aunt? Wait, do you mean Queen Elizabeth?”

      “Oh no. But didn’t you hear?” She looked shocked. “Queen Elizabeth died in 1603, three years ago now! My aunt, Anne of Denmark is the Queen Consort, the wife of His Majesty King James.” She looked at me with wonderment. “America must be very far indeed ... How did you come to Otterly Manor?”

      “I came with my grandparents. They’re National Trust members.”

      “Ah. Natürlich.” Now she was the one biting her lip. “Is that a guild of some kind?”

      I laughed, but thinking it was probably time to cut the game short and find out just where Nan and Pop and the rest of the tourists had got to, I changed the subject. “We didn’t know there was a reenactment going on today. I should really go and find them. Nan’s probably worried by now.”

      “Of course. But before you go, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Sophia Matilde Hedwig Brunswick-Lüneburg, but do please call me Sophia.” She curtseyed so low this time, it looked like her legs melted right out from under her. “And I hope you will come again, er …”

      “Oh, it’s Katherine. But you can just call me Katie if you like.” My attempt at returning her graceful curtsey felt more like miming a wobbly scarecrow.  Sophia didn’t laugh, but only smiled a friendly smile at me, her round pink cheeks glowing in the sunlight.

      “You’re really are an excellent actress,” I added as we turned towards the house.

      She wrinkled her forehead. “An actress? I am not much of an actress, though I do enjoy the plays of Master William Shakespeare. You must have heard of him? He is a favourite of His Majesty’s.”

      “Of course I’ve heard of him. We did Midsummer Night’s Dream at my school last year.”

      “So then you are an actress?” she asked most seriously.

      “Not really. I just played one of the fairy chorus members.”

      She seemed to be thinking very hard, and I wondered what I had said that could be so very confusing.

      “Actually,” she giggled, sounding for the first time like a girl of twelve rather than a proper little lady, “Frederick and I did sometimes put on the most absurd comedies for our parents.” She sighed. “But no more.” She smiled a little sadly. “One day I shall be an actress. When I become a duchess, I shall have to learn to act in a courtly manner all the time.”

      Sophia’s performance was interrupted by a woman’s shrill, metallic voice calling out from one of the house’s countless windows. Tannia’s ears pricked up as the woman screeched, “Sophia, make haste! Master Van Hoebeek is ready to make your portrait! He says the muse is upon him. For heaven’s sake, make haste!”

      Sophia set her jaw. “I am sorry, Katie. I am wanted inside, but I do hope you are soon reunited to your kinsmen. God speed!”

      She picked up her skirts and made for the house, but as she did, a strange sensation came over me. Talking with the girl had felt very…real. Not like she was performing at all. Besides that, everywhere I looked, Otterly Manor was different from how it had been that morning. Sure, it was the same house in the same park. But the stones and windows of the house were brighter, newer. Smoke chugged from the chimney stacks. The road leading to the house wasn’t paved; it was smooth dirt. And coming up the hill at that very moment was not a car, but an ornate carriage drawn by two white horses and driven by a stiff man in a white wig. There was most certainly no sign of a car park or picnic tables, and not another normally dressed person to be seen.

      I whirled around looking for any sign of Nan and Pop and Oscar, any sign of normal life. How could I, an aspiring detective, have failed to notice the world around me had transformed? I turned back to call after the girl … what had she said her name was? Sophia something something something? Sophia. That had been the name of the girl in the painting. Then it clicked. She was the girl from the painting! It all came rushing back to me: the Green Man, the secret chamber, the landscape painting, the gypsy’s wink. Falling.

      With a wave of panic, I swallowed a huge gulp of air and couldn’t even shout. My head was spinning like a carnival ride, but somehow I managed to pick up my feet and run after Sophia.

      “Sophia!” I croaked.

      She turned and waited for me to catch up with her.

      Gasping, I asked, “What year did you say it was?”

      She laughed merrily, like she thought I was the one playing a game now. “Why it is the year of our Lord Sixteen-Hundred and Six, of course.”

      I looked right into her truthful blue eyes, and I knew. This was no reenactment. Somehow, without meaning to, when I’d fallen through that painting, I had fallen back in time. Somehow, my wish to be a part of that other girl’s world, of Sophia’s world, had come true. And what was more — the thought chilled me like cold water running down my spine — I had no idea how to get back to my own world again.
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      “My goodness, are you well?” Sophia asked, reaching out for my arm as my legs collapsed beneath me like a flimsy folding chair’s.

      The world was spinning again, and it was all I could do to keep breathing, in and out, in and out. How could it be the year 1606? I needed to get help, to tell Sophia what had happened to me. But then, what if she didn’t believe me? What if she picked up her many skirts and bolted to the house when I tried to explain what had happened? After all, I could hardly believe it. But here I was, and it was no good sitting in the wet grass wondering how I’d got here. There was only one thing to do: I had to try to explain to Sophia and hope she didn’t run for it.

      She listened with a very serious expression, and when I described the painting and the winking gypsy, her eyes became wide and she gasped. But still she didn’t scoff. She just stood back a little, her eyes fluttering over my clothes and hair like I was making sense to her for the first time. When I finished, I waited for her to tell me I was insane, but to my amazement, she just cupped her cheeks in her hands and whispered, “Tom Tippery.”

      “What’s that?” I wasn’t sure if Tom Tippery was a person or an old-fashioned way of saying good grief, or for Pete’s sake.

      She clasped her hands together beneath her chin as if praying. “Tom Tippery is a travelling mercenary painter. I used to visit him and his daughter Bessy at his wagon where they live. But lately Tom has served as an assistant to the artist Master Van Hoebeek who is here taking the family’s portraits, and I’ve hardly seen him or Bessy since. Master Van Hoebeek keeps him so very busy.”

      “By wagon, do you mean a sort of shepherd’s hut?” I was relieved Sophia hadn’t taken off running, but I was beginning to wonder what all this had to do with my predicament.

      She nodded. “You’ve seen it?”

      I shook my head. “Only in the painting.”

      “Ah. Of course. It used to be that the wagon stood just under those trees, there.” She pointed over my shoulder. “But it moved after Master Van Hoebeek arrived, and I’ve not been able to find it.” She clenched her fists in front of her. “I should never have gone there. But I never thought … Still I knew I shouldn’t have said so much! But they were so kind to me, and Tom so good a listener, and I—”

      “Sophia!” The shrill voice rang out again, this time from an upper window.

      I dropped down, hoping the bracken would conceal me.

      “What in heaven are you doing out there? Get inside at once!”

      I peeked at the window to see the woman’s pinched face scowling out from under her maid’s cap.

      “I am coming, Nurse Joan!” Sophia stepped in front of me, shielding me behind a wall of fabric. “I must first have a word with Digby about my horse. Beg pardon of Master Van Hoebeek and his muse for keeping them waiting!”

      Once the pinched face retreated and the window slammed shut, Sophia turned and pulled me up by the arm. “Come, Katie. I’ll explain Tom and the painting as soon as I can. We’ll hide you in the stables for now. Once Master Van Hoebeek has finished for the day, we’ll think of what to do next. It may be I can steal a word with Tom after my sitting. If your coming here truly is his doing, he must tell us what to do about it.”

      Sophia took her skirt in one hand and grabbed my hand with the other, and together we ran for the stables with Britannia bounding ahead of us.

      

      The stables I’d seen that morning with Pop and Oscar had become nothing more than a great big storehouse for garden tools and paint cans, closed off to the public by a wire fence. But now, as we neared the building’s grand archway, my nostrils filled with the sweet perfume of hay and horse. The snorts, hen clucks and whinnies of a living barn sounded like sweet music to my ears. This at least was something familiar, and I felt a little of my terror from falling into the past melt away.

      “It’s beautiful!” I gasped, walking under the arched doorway and taking in lofty beams and tidy stalls and — at last! — dozens of the most gorgeous horses.

      “Are you a rider yourself then?” Sophia asked.

      “Yes. I mean …” I gulped. “I … used to ride quite a lot.”

      Several horses turned their heads as I followed Sophia across the cobblestone floor. A lanky boy leaned against the wall with his hat pulled over his eyes, his long legs stretched out in front of him and his arms crossed over his steadily rising-and-falling chest.

      Sophia cleared her throat and said kindly but loudly, “Master Digby.”

      Nothing.

      She turned to Britannia and, pointing to the boy, ordered, “Tannia, mount.”

      The dog padded over to his bench, reared up on her back legs, and planted her paws firmly on his shoulders before snatching the hat off his face. His uncovered eyes grew as big as moons with fright.

      “Mercy! The devil’s hound! It’s found me out!” he sputtered, flailing his arms and legs helplessly under the enormous puppy’s weight.

      “Tannia, to me!” The dog padded back to her mistress and dropped the hat at her feet.

      “Digby, this is Mistress Katherine. Katie, Master Digby.”

      “Master, Ha!” The boy, who looked around sixteen or so, crept along the wall and made a grab for his hat. “I ain’t master of nothing nor nobody.” With a yank he freed the hat from Tannia’s teeth and stood triumphantly. “But I’m at your service all the same.” He made a rather absurdly pompous bow before pulling it back down over his mass of straw hair.

      Sophia ignored his sarcasm and went on. “I’m very sorry, Digby, there’s no time to explain, but would you please see that my friend is comfortable here and that no one disturbs her until I return?”

      “I am yours to command, me lady.” Digby made another melodramatic bow, this time with a flourish of the hand.

      Sophia shook her head. “Never mind Master Digby’s antics. I’m sure he can be relied upon.” She gave him a playful warning look, then took my hand in hers. “I must go at once before Nurse Joan comes after me with a switch, but I shall return to you at first opportunity!” And with a curtsey and a swish of skirts, she was gone.

      When it was just me and Digby, he stood there rubbing his hand over his stubbly chin as if not sure what to make of me. “So … you’re from …?”

      “Oh.” I felt suddenly self-conscious of how strange my blue jeans, t-shirt and tennis shoes must’ve looked to him. “It’s a long story.” Hoping to avoid having to make up an explanation on the spot, I asked, “Maybe could you introduce me to some of your horses?”

      He sneered. “None of them’s my horse. I just look after them. But I can introduce you all the same.”

      For the next hour, I almost completely forgot I was stranded in the wrong century. This place was heaven. The barn was the most beautiful I had ever seen, with golden light pouring down through the upper rafters and lighting up the haystacks, glinting off hanging rows of pristinely polished saddles and spurs. But best of all were the horses!

      We stopped at stall after stall, Digby pointing out the particular features of the Spanish racing horses or the hefty Dutch draught horses. There was a row of handsome Scottish nags that served as the family’s personal riding horses.

      I felt the old hunger to ride growing monstrous within me. I hadn’t forgotten Mum’s orders to stay away from horses during the holiday … but then, surely it didn’t count in 1606, did it?  Technically, Mum hadn’t said it yet, and wouldn’t for another few hundred years. In fact, when I thought of it that way, in 1606, I hadn’t fallen off Gypsy in the New England Equestrian Championship and spent a month in the hospital! And that thought gave me another idea. I raised my hand to my head and felt along the side of my scalp. It was still there. The long, bumpy scar beneath my hair had travelled back in time with me.

      I dropped my hand to my side when Digby suddenly turned around before we’d reached the last stall.

      “And there you have it, Mistress Katherine. ’Tis each and every one of the Earl’s horses. Best kept in the land, make no mistake.”

      “What about that one?” I asked, gesturing to the final stall Digby had turned his back to. It was filled up with a giant black stallion. He was a head taller than the nag beside him, and his coat steamed in the summer heat. “Is he one of the family’s riding horses too?”

      “Ah him.” Digby whistled and stepped hesitantly in front of the stall door, keeping a good distance between himself and the black giant. “That beast you see before you is called Vagabond, and he is the most notorious horse in all of England.” He paused, apparently waiting for  some amazed response.

      I noticed this too late as I was distracted by a long gash down the horse’s neck. Digby carried on with his tale. “Belonged to a breeder who sold him to the King’s guard. Said his own daughter rode him daily and never had the least trouble with him. It must have been a lie, for Vagabond gave the King’s guard more trouble than any horse before him. No amount of whipping or lashing would tame this one.”

      My mouth dropped open. So that’s where the scar came from. A lash. “But he probably just missed his home and the little girl who used to ride him. Lashing him would only make him worse!”

      Digby only shrugged. “Tell that to the King’s guard if you like! They would have shot him, but the Earl heard of it and brought him here. Thought he might prefer the hunt to guarding. But old Vagabond is no better here than he was at Court. It’s a wonder the master doesn’t have him destroyed. Nobody’s daring enough to try to ride him, and he’s not good for any labour.” Although we were alone, Digby leaned in close and cupped his mouth. “They say he’s possessed with a demon.” Then leaning back, he shrugged. “I reckon he’s just Irish bred.”

      Suspecting Digby was having a bit of fun with me, I forced my face to stay perfectly relaxed. “Why do they say that? What does he do that’s so bad?”

      “What does he do, she asks? I’ll tell you. Besides throwing off every soldier that tried to ride him in the guard, he has a vengeance for any living creature that crosses him.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “What do you mean, a vengeance?”

      Digby widened his eyes and lowered his voice as if to tell a ghost story. “Well, for one thing, he has a nasty habit of pigeon crushing.”

      I sniggered.

      “’Tis true!” His eyes were wide. “The King’s own groom said to the master, ‘Mind this one in the stable yard. He’ll stow away his grain in his jaws for hours. Then, soon as he’s in the yard, he’ll spit it on the ground and wait as if for the pigeons to come and peck at it. Then, when the poor fowls are least suspecting, Vagabond raises a hoof and brings it down, SPLAT!’” Digby clapped his palms together, making me jump. “All that’s left is bones and feathers … and, you know, entrails.”

      I shuddered at the mental picture. But I also felt just a little indignation on Vagabond’s behalf and turned away from Digby to prop my elbows against the horse’s stall door. I looked up into one of his deep, black, intelligent eyes. We held each other’s gaze for an instant, then his nostrils flared and a puff of hot air made me blink. I must’ve smelled very strange to him, covered in whiffs of the twenty-first century. “Are you sure those grooms weren’t telling a story?”

      Digby leaned against the stall door beside me and sneered. “I didn’t believe it at first either, but now I’ve seen the menace with my own eyes. Vagabond is the devil in a horse’s hide.”

      “I doubt that,” I said, reaching a hand up to stroke Vagabond’s nose. “I’ve heard of the devil dressing up like a snake, but never as a horse.”

      Digby threw his arm out and swatted my hand back. “I wouldn’t if I were you. He’s known to bite.”

      I drew back my hand, but the urge to touch that horse stayed with me, like a magnet drawing me in. I know it sounds silly, but I felt as though we understood each other. I had lost Gypsy, and this horse had lost the girl who used to ride him. We both knew how much it hurt to be torn away from a best friend. As Digby led me away, I turned to look back over my shoulder and met Vagabond’s still-watching eye.
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      I’m pretty sure my watch stopped working when I fell through the painting, but I heard a bell toll the hour twice before Sophia came back. After my tour of the stalls, I sat and chatted away with Digby. Luckily, he seemed much more interested in talking about himself than asking me questions. Though his mood was jolly enough, I got the feeling Digby wasn’t quite content with his life as a stable hand at Otterly Manor.

      “It seems like quite a nice place to work to me,” I offered after a wave of ranting about his daily duties and pining for one morning’s lie-in. “I’m hoping to work in a barn when I grow up.”

      He must’ve thought I was joking because a gusty laugh exploded through his lips. But he quickly became sober again. “It isn’t the work I mind so much. It’s not having what they have.” He gestured towards the house-facing wall. “I can play the part of a courtier as well as any one of them! Why, it’s easy!” He jumped up and performed a hilarious series of prances, bows and poses until I was holding my stomach laughing. “All I need’s a pair of fine stockings and a ruff collar! I look almost the twin of Master Frederick, but,” — he put on a very convincing German accent — “he will inherit Otterly Manor along with a title and a life of ease. And I? I will inherit only …” he pointed to a pile of manure — “that.”

      After a while, Digby had to get back to work cleaning the stalls and watering the horses. I offered to help, secretly hoping for an excuse to sneak back to Vagabond’s stall. But Digby said the idea of a “lady” cleaning stalls was unthinkable. I told him I wasn’t a lady, just a girl, but it was no use. So I curled up on a sunlit pile of hay in the corner and read The Hound of the Baskervilles until my eyes got droopy.

      Just as I was drifting off, fast high-heeled footsteps startled me awake again.

      At first I didn’t recognise Sophia. She wore an even fancier blue velvet gown and her hair was all pinned back in a funny hat. But she smiled her same angelic smile when she saw me, and Tannia bounded over to lick my face again.

      “Oh, Katherine! I have kept you so long. Tom Tippery was there for my portrait sitting, but when we had finished, Master Van Hoebeek called him away, and I wasn’t able to speak to him! I am truly sorry. But—” she held out her arms which were full of fabric — “I did manage to find you some clothes.” One by one, she showed me the plain white shift and apron, corn blue petticoat and brown shoes. “I hope you don’t mind, but I thought we might best disguise you as my chambermaid. There is so much superstition among the servants, it is better they didn’t see you in your native dress. It wouldn't do to have anyone spreading rumours that you are a witch.”

      My eyes must’ve gone wide, because she laid a consoling hand on my arm. “Don’t worry. I shall help you fit in until we can speak to Tom about sending you home again. Now let’s go up into the hayloft. No one will be up there, and I will be your dressing maid.”

      I was very much impressed by how Sophia managed to climb the ladder to the hayloft in all her skirts and ruffles as if she’d grown up in a barn. When we’d both reached the top, she showed me to a corner tucked away behind stacks of hay bales where I could change. Dozens of pigeons roosted in the pitched rafters above me. I changed as quickly as I could, feeling a little exposed with their beady eyes twitching with my every movement.  First went on a pair of woollen stockings and the white, cotton shift that looked like an old-fashioned nightgown. Then the blue petticoat which had a dainty bit of flowery embroidery, though nothing as fancy as Sophia’s dresses, and thankfully the skirt didn’t poof out quite so much. I was sure I’d never be able to slip through doors as gracefully as Sophia with a hula hoop around my waist.

      “Come out when you are ready, and I will help you with your laces and your apron,” Sophia’s muffled voice offered from the other side of the hay bales. The dress wasn’t uncomfortable, but I wheezed involuntarily when she drew up the laces in the front, and then tied the apron on even tighter. Though she concentrated, I could tell she wanted to ask something. Finally, as she tied the laces into a double bow, she said, “You must be terribly frightened, Katie. To be so far from home, I mean.” Her big, blue eyes looked at me questioningly.

      I thought about it for a moment. The funny truth was, I didn’t feel terribly frightened, though I knew I ought to. “I don’t know,” I answered at last. “I guess it hasn’t quite sunk in yet … I mean, I still feel like I’m in the middle of a very strange dream.” Sophia nodded, and I said, “Can I ask you something?”

      She took my hand. “But of course! Anything you wish.”

      “Why weren’t you, well, more surprised when I told you where I’d come from? I mean, if someone turned up out of nowhere and told me they’d travelled from the future, I’d probably think they were a bit loony.”

      Sophia looked thoughtful. She sat down on a hay bale and  began playing with a loose strand of hay. “I was surprised. I never thought such a thing could happen on God’s earth! But …” — she looked up with worried eyes — “Oh, Katie, can you forgive me? I fear that I am partly to blame for bringing you here.”

      I stood frozen in my woollen stockings. “What do you mean? How could you  have …”

      “I did not mean to do it! You must believe me. I have prayed for a friend like you ever since I came here to Otterly Manor. The only person I ever told was Tom Tippery. He brought you here somehow; I don’t know how, but it had to be him.” She stood up and took my hand again. “But however it happened, I vow to you that I shall do everything in my power to return you to your rightful home as soon as may be. And, in the meantime, I hope you shall be very happy here.”

      She looked so hopeful that in spite of all the questions swirling around my brain, I smiled. “I think I will, as long as I can figure out how to walk in those.” I pointed to the pair of leather, clog-like shoes with hard, little heels.

      “They are my recreation shoes. I do hope they fit you.” She eyed the pair of pink tennis shoes I’d tossed aside in a heap of my own, modern clothes. “I fear those would raise too much attention. My, but they are extraordinary!” As I struggled into the clogs, she carefully picked up one of my shoes and turned it in her hands as if she were examining a diamond.

      “Try them on!” I said.

      She looked scandalised, but quickly sat down, pulled off her own high heels and slipped her feet into my tennis shoes. “So comfortable!” she exclaimed, taking tiny, dainty steps.

      The shoes looked so funny with her beautiful gown, I had to laugh out loud. “Oh, I wish I could take a picture of you!”

      Sophia looked confused. “You mean a painting?”

      “No, I mean a photograph. Oh — “I slapped my forehead — “I forgot. Cameras don’t exist yet.”

      “Your world must be so different! I should like to know all about it, but perhaps these are mysteries better left to the future. I am most curious to learn more about you, Katie, for though we may belong to different times, I feel that we are just alike!”

      She was right. “I feel that way too,” I said, standing up for the first time in the leather shoes. “And I want to learn more about you, but first I need some help learning to walk in these things.”  The shoes fit, but felt as stiff as wooden boxes.

      “Try to walk across the loft,” Sophia encouraged.

      Hands out for balance, I took my first steps across the hay-covered floor only to topple over and land flat in a hay bale!

      We both laughed so hard, it took a few minutes before Sophia was able to haul me up to my feet again. Once we finally brushed off all the bits of hay, Sophia stepped back to examine me. “You look a perfect lady-in-waiting now,” she said, kindly ignoring my swaying back and forth. “A little more practice walking, and you will fool the entire household.”

      I smiled back, but the thought of trying to fool an entire household of adults from this strange, past world, who might just mistake me for a witch if I behaved out of the ordinary, made my insides go as wobbly as my legs.
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      Sophia’s plan was to pretend that I was her new, foreign chambermaid (to explain my funny accent), recently sent by her father to keep her company. She seemed entirely confident this ruse would work, but I felt less certain. Would I be able to pull it off?

      “Trust me, Katie. This household is so very large, no one will bother much about a new chambermaid. Although, perhaps ’tis best to stay clear of the Earl and Countess as you could not have been sent here without their knowledge.”

      “But won’t it be difficult to avoid them?” I was trying to imitate Sophia’s perfect posture and confident walk. “I mean, it is their house after all.”

      “Not at all!” She dismissed the worry with a wave of her hand. “The Earl is oft away at Court or in Oxford, and I rarely see the Countess except at meals. But then you shall dine with the household in the Great Hall, so you needn’t worry.”

      After a few more practice walks up and down the stable carriageway, I said goodbye to Digby, thankful he was too preoccupied filling stalls with fresh hay to pay any attention to our charades. It was time to brave the household and kick off my acting career as a chambermaid. I followed as close as a shadow behind Sophia under the tower gateway and across the grass courtyard, then through the second gateway and across the stone courtyard. When we reached the entrance to the Great Hall, she looked about and whispered to me, “Remember, you belong here, Katie. If you believe it, no one will doubt you.”

      I nodded and held my head a little higher as we stepped across the threshold.

      I could hardly believe the house we entered was the same I’d seen that morning. The Great Hall echoed with the murmurs and bustling feet of servants going about their chores. Where the hall had been empty that morning, now there were three long tables with benches. Sophia popped her head into the buttery to have a word with one of the maids. Meanwhile, I stood gawking at the transformation of the place. The whole room looked as if a wind had blown through and taken the dust of years away with it. The walls were a cheery bright yellow instead of faded, and every brass knob and wooden carving gleamed with fresh polish. Like a wish come true, a fire crackled in the enormous hearth. The room felt so much cosier, and smelled so much nicer, like fresh paint and plaster instead of dust and mildew.

      At the end of the long tables, we turned into the passage that led to the Great Staircase. I liked the tapping sound my hard shoes made against the wooden stairs, and I smiled at the familiar heraldic leopard who now wore a fresh, vibrant coat of paint.

      The long, narrow portrait gallery was just as wonky as I remembered it, but it was friendlier now with the sun coming in from the far window and Tannia’s toenails tickling the floorboards behind us. The portraits gave me that same eerie feeling of watching, only this time I felt they knew my secret that I didn’t really belong here at all. A second later, I discovered that theirs were not the only eyes boring into me.

      A woman marched towards us from the far end of the gallery carrying a basin and a towel. I recognised her pinched, frowning face as the one that had been poking out of the window earlier. Sour was the word that sprang to mind. Her withered lips gave the impression she’d been sucking on a lemon for the last fifty years. Her beady eyes narrowed in on me, and with each step closer, her frown went further south until it was a full-on grimace.

      “Mistress Sophia, who might I ask is that creature accompanying you?” She held me with her hawk-eyed stare, like she was ready to snatch me in her talons should I try to scamper away.

      “You may indeed, Nurse Joan.” Sophia was as cool as a cucumber. “This is my new chambermaid and companion, Katherine.” Then she turned to me. “Katherine, this is my nurse maid, Nurse Joan, who has so kindly tended to me ever since I came here to Otterly Manor.”

      Nurse Joan hardly waited for Sophia to finish before snapping, “Katherine, you say? Just Katherine?”

      Sophia prompted me with a nod.

      I cleared my throat. “No … no it’s … Watson.” Charlie’s nickname for me had come to me in that moment of need, so I didn’t stop to question it. “Katherine Watson.” Watson isn’t actually my surname, so I suppose if I’d wanted to be technical about it, I had told Nurse Joan a lie. But after all, I was in disguise, pretending to be an old-fashioned chambermaid, so I might just as well pretend to be a chambermaid called Watson. And anyway, I thought, what would Charlie  say if I broke the first rule of going undercover and gave the suspicious old bird my real last name.

      “Watson?” Nurse Joan was not appeased. “What is your parentage, girl?”

      “My parentage?” I glanced over at Sophia who was still nodding encouragingly. “Oh, you mean, like, my parents? Of course.” I cleared my throat again, trying to think up more important sounding names for Dad and Mum. “My parents are … erm … Lord Peter and Lady Jemima … Watson. They’re not from around here, so you probably won’t have heard of them.” I hoped to goodness she couldn’t hear how loudly my heart was pounding. I’ve never had much talent for telling lies.

      “No, I should think not.” Nurse Joan stepped closer so that she practically loomed over me. I could feel the breath from her nostrils against my bangs. “You are clearly of foreign extraction. Who sent you here, and why was I not informed?”

      Sophia stepped between the old woman and me, her face set with determination. “God sent her, Nurse Joan. She is an angel.”

      Nurse Joan’s thin mouth twisted in disgust. She propped one bony hand on her waist, hugging the basin with the other arm. “An angel with red hair, Mistress?”

      Sophia gracefully folded her hands. “In my country, the great masters always paint angelic beings with red hair.”

      “Well in this country, we call it devil-kissed,” Nurse Joan hissed. Her eyes flashed at me like warning lights, making me gulp.

      Sophia didn’t flinch, but remained perfectly matter-of-fact. “My aunt, the Queen of England, has red hair. I shall tell her next I see her that Nurse Joan suspects she has been kissing the devil.”

      At that, Nurse Joan went paler than pale and nearly dropped her basin. “That is not … not what I meant,” she stammered. “To be sure, red hair is a mark of beauty. I would not dream of—”

      “I’m sure we all say things we don’t mean at times.” Sophia smiled graciously at the stricken old woman. “I shall forget all about it, Nurse Joan. That will be all, thank you. Katherine is weary from her journey.” And with a graceful nod to Nurse Joan, Sophia pulled me away.

      Grown-ups are always calling me precocious because I read hard books and use big words for my age, but Sophia’s wit was as quick as a hare, and I had to admire how coolly she used it. Nurse Joan still stood frozen to the spot when we turned the corner at the end of the portrait gallery, arm in arm. Sophia waited until we were in a closed room, well out of earshot, then turned to face me. “I thought you did very well, Katie. You mustn’t let Nurse Joan trouble you. She is a meddlesome, superstitious old lady, and far too possessive of me. But she means well, I’m sure.” She set her hand on a shiny brass doorknob. “Would you like to see my bedchamber? And yours, of course, for as long as you are here.”

      “Yes, please!” I already felt much steadier than I had a moment before, and I forgot all about Nurse Joan when we entered the most amazing bedroom I had ever set foot in.

      It was just like something out of Cinderella’s castle! Every surface was covered in fabric fit for a queen: tapestries with minstrels and scenes of lovers covered the panelled walls; there was a giant-sized four-poster bed hung with heavy, red velvet curtains, a Turkish rug to warm the wooden floor, and a velvet cushioned settee in front of the glowing hearth (although it was summer, that draughty old house needed every fire lit). Tannia immediately flopped on her side and made herself comfortable in front of the blaze. I was tempted to follow her example.

      “Would you like some powder?” Sophia stood at the dressing table with an opened silver pot in one hand and a brush in the other. “Perhaps we should make you look a little more up to date, don’t you think?”

      “Don’t you mean back to date?” I joked.

      Sophia laughed. “Natürlich! I suppose I do. Now close your eyes tightly.” With a stiff brush, she dabbed my face with a chalky white powder, then rubbed some wet pink stuff on my cheeks. “There. What do you think?”

      I bent over to peer into the silver mirror and snorted. “I look like a jester!”

      We put on more of the ridiculous powders, rouges and lip paint until we were both laughing so hard that tears clumped the powder on our cheeks.

      I straightened up when a maid came in carrying a tray of tea things.

      “Thank you, Tatty,” Sophia said, gripping her sides.

      The maid didn’t say a word, but looked at my streaky face like she’d seen a ghost. She set down the tray, made a hurried curtsey and dashed out of the room. That only set us off laughing again. I don’t think I’ve ever laughed so hard with anyone except Charlie. And all that giggling worked up my already raging appetite.

      “Oh I love English afternoon tea!” I said as we sat down at a little table in the sunny window alcove.

      “Afternoon tea, do you call it?” Sophia looked bemused. “We only call it dinner, though we did drink tea when the Portuguese emissary came to stay.”

      “You mean you don’t drink tea normally?” That came as a shock. “But what do you drink then?” I asked. If I couldn't count on the English to know about tea, how was I to survive in this strange time?

      “Beer or wine mostly.” Sophia handed me a tiny crystal glass with some yellowish liquid in it. “Here. Try some.”

      I took a mouse-sized sip and nearly gagged. It was so bitter! But I forced myself to swallow and smiled politely. Luckily the table was laid out with other recognisable dishes like soup, bread, meats and cheeses to comfort me in the absence of tea.

      Sophia took a sip from her glass. “The beer is made here at the manor’s brewery, though we make much better in Germany.”

      I raised my own glass to my lips, pretended to sip, then set it down again. “You must miss a lot of things about your home.”

      “I miss my mama and papa, and my older brothers, Otto and Leopold. People think my papa stern, but at home he is full of laughter. We all were in the old days, when we were all together.”

      “It seems a shame they had to send you away,” I said. “Don’t you find it miserable and just so … unfair?”

      Sophia set down her spoon and looked thoughtful. “I suppose nothing is fair when you look at it the wrong way. You might say it is not fair that I was born into a noble family when so many are born poor. Or, from the other direction, you could say it is not fair that common children oft get to live with their families when I must be sent away to live with strangers.”

      I nibbled a bit of bread, trying to imagine how my situation could ever look fair from another direction.

      Sophia took another sip from her cup and put it down with a thoughtful look. “My mother always told me, ‘Sophia, each of God’s creatures must take the lot given him and make something more of it.’ Like the parable of the tenants in the gospels. The good servants are those who take the coins their master gives them, and multiply them two, even ten-fold. The wicked servant is the one who buries his coins in the earth and makes nothing of it, then gripes about his situation.”

      I squirmed a little in my seat, remembering what Mum had said about making the most of my situation. But making the most of things certainly didn’t come to me as easily as it seemed to come to Sophia. I was amazed by her. How could she just accept things the way they were, even when that meant leaving her home forever?

      With an expression as earnest as a philosopher’s, she carried on. “It isn’t miserable to do one’s duty for the sake of her family. By coming to England, preparing for a life at Court, I bring good to those I most love. Besides, there is so much to learn and enjoy here. Although,” — she turned her thoughtful gaze towards the window — “I confess, life here can be lonely at times, especially now Frederick is away at Oxford.”

      Hearing Sophia at least admit to feeling lonely made me feel a little better about myself. I was beginning to think she really was as perfect as her painted portrait.

      She turned her glowing cheeks back from the window. “But I can hardly complain. I have Britannia, and now the Lord has sent me you!” Her smile fell suddenly into a frown. “But how very selfish I am to speak of my home when you are the one truly far from home. And how you must long to return to it. Tonight you must tell me more of your home … Of your family … What your times are like. And tomorrow Master Van Hoebeek is sure to call me to pose for him. You can sit with me and steal a word with Tom Tippery about getting you back there.”

      “I’ll tell you about where I come from if you like. But actually,” — I leaned back in my chair and popped a juicy grape into my mouth — “I’m not in too much hurry to get back. Things are pretty rotten at home just now. So I’m lucky to have met you, really.”

      Over the next hours, I tried and failed to describe what the future was like to Sophia, things like cars (carriages that move without horses was the best I could do) and television (portraits that move and act out plays). And although she could hardly understand what I was on going about, we laughed like the oldest friends.

      The maids came and cleared away the dinner things and tended the fire. Then Sophia showed me a journal in which she sketched birds that she observed in the park, and I showed her some of my own drawings from my spy notebook. Though she wouldn’t admit it, hers were better by miles! People often compliment me on my artwork, but Sophia’s sketches were better than any twelve-year-old’s I’d ever seen.

      Then she showed me a screen she was stitching with a Bible passage bordered with lots of little pictures. It was so detailed, I said it must’ve taken years to do, but she insisted it was easy as anything and gave me a lesson in stitching. I was just getting the hang of it when a maid knocked at the door to announce it was time for Sophia’s lute lesson.

      “Oh I am sorry to leave you alone when you’ve only just arrived, Katie. Do make yourself quite at home while I am detained. I shan’t be more than an hour.”

      “It’s alright,” I assured her. “I’ll keep practising my stitches. Hopefully I’ll have got them down by the time you get back.” I did practise the stitching, just as I’d said I would … for about five minutes. But without Sophia there to talk to, the room had fallen ghostly quiet, and I started feeling a bit jittery. I looked over the beautiful objects on the dressing table, put my nose into a bowl of spicy potpourri and tried to decipher the stories sewn in the tapestries. The minutes seemed to be dragging their heels. I looked at my watch, then remembered it had stopped working since I’d fallen through the painting.

      The painting …

      There had been so much newness to take in, it hadn’t occurred to me before now that the magic painting I’d fallen through that morning must be in the house somewhere. What would I find if I visited the secret cupboard now? Did the household even know the cupboard existed? Maybe it was Tom Tippery’s secret, right under the Earl’s nose.

      Though I wasn’t overly eager to jump back into the modern day world just yet, I felt it would be more pleasant to know for certain that a way home existed … when the time came that I wanted it. Besides, curiosity about the cupboard was becoming so strong, I thought I might burst if I didn’t at least try to have a look into it.

      

      There was no one in the portrait gallery when I poked my head around the corner. I tried to tiptoe in my hard, high-heeled shoes, but the floorboards still squeaked relentlessly! I kept reminding myself that I wasn’t doing anything wrong walking down the corridor. After all, I was a guest in this house. And yet, being caught could lead to uncomfortable questions, and the thought of meeting Nurse Joan’s hawk eyes around a corner made the hairs on my arms stand up.

      But I made it down the corridor without a single eye spotting me — except those belonging to the nosy old portraits — then turned right into a window-lit passage that looked down into the stone courtyard. A serving woman carrying a pail in each hand and a man with an armful of firewood crossed each other’s paths; but there was no sign of Nurse Joan below, thankfully. The larger Billiard Gallery was just as quiet and empty as the corridor, and there was straw thresh on the floor, which helped to muffle my footsteps. I made my way to the far corner of the gallery, ready to face that fateful Green Man once again.

      The Green Man was there, tongue tucked politely away in his cheek; but in place of Sophia’s portrait was that of Mr. Fancy Pants that had been in the Great Hall that morning. And now that it was close up, he looked even more ridiculous than I remembered. Everything about him curled: his eyebrows curled, the tips of his moustache curled, the ribbons on his shoes and doublet curled, and one corner of his arrogant mouth curled in a kind of snarly grin. What Charlie would make of this absurd character! For the second time, the thought made me snort with laughter.

      “Pray, what amuses you so, my lady?”

      I choked on my own laughter and spun around. The deep voice that had come out of nowhere belonged to a tall, straight man standing right behind me. How he had sneaked up so close without my hearing, I will never know!

      “Nothing!” I said in a voice that belonged to a five-year-old. “I was just thinking of a joke I heard … once.”

      “Oh?” He looked at me with dark, piercing eyes, and I realised with a twist in my tummy that he was waiting for me to tell him the joke!

      In hot-faced desperation, I pretended to study the portrait.

      “Do you know this gentleman?” the tall man asked in what I now recognised was some sort of European accent. He certainly looked foreign with his chin-length straight, brown hair that stuck out from beneath his hat, and his thick, black beard that looked just like sheep’s wool.

      “No. I … I don’t know him,” I answered. I didn’t care for the way he glared at me down his long nose. I just hoped he wouldn’t follow up his question by asking who I was. I had a name handy, but I hadn’t taken the time to come up with a believable history just yet.

      Thankfully, he was much more interested in the portrait than in me. “That is the Earl’s youngest brother, the noble Baron of Chudleigh. It is one of my proudest accomplishments.”

      “Oh, you painted it?” I squeaked. Though I’m tall for my age, I felt suddenly very small caught between the snooty gaze of the man in the painting and the hard stare of the black-bearded man.

      “It doesn’t belong here, a masterpiece like this.” He spoke right over my head, as if to the painting and not to me. His dark eyes scanned over it like a man looking at his love. “But soon enough … soon enough it shall be restored to its place of glory in the Great Hall.”

      I swallowed more loudly than I’d meant to, and his eyes focused back on me with a look of suspicion. “I believe you do not belong here either? Shouldn’t you be waiting on your mistress?” He stood so close, I had to scrunch up my neck and forehead to look up at him. I felt just like a tortoise pulling its head up inside its shell.

      “Sophia, that is, my mistress, has  gone to her lessons. I was just … admiring the paintings.” I had the sudden fear that if I took a step backward, the panel behind me might just swing open and give away my secret. I stood as stiff as a wood panel myself, still craning up at the man frowning down at me.

      The corners of his woolly moustache turned up, though his eyes stayed cold. “Your taste does you credit. Allow me to introduce myself. I am the Master Painter Van Hoebeek, commissioned to portray this household as befits them.” He gave a slight bow with his head. “And you must be Mistress Sophia’s maid?”

      I cleared my throat. “Watson. Katherine Watson.” I made an awkward curtsey as I could hardly move.

      I felt warm relief melt over me when Sophia’s bell-like voice called from the other end of the gallery. “Katherine, are you in there?”

      Like a spell snapping, Master Van Hoebeek stepped aside and I could breathe again.

      “My Lady.” This time, as Sophia approached, the painter made a low bow so that his silky straight hair made a fringe curtain right over his face.

      Sophia smiled politely but looked unimpressed. “Master Van Hoebeek.” She curtseyed and turned back to me. “I am sorry to have kept you so long, Katie. Master Fiorelli was most passionate about today’s piece. Shall we go and dress for supper?” She curtseyed once again to Master Van Hoebeek, then linked her arm through mine.

      I had the prickly feeling that Master Van Hoebeek was watching us make our way down the gallery, but when I chanced a glance over my shoulder, he had vanished as silently as he had appeared.
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      Although I was meant to be a chambermaid, Nurse Joan and another younger maid came to help Sophia into her supper gown and do up her hair in what looked to me like a fishing net. Thankfully, Nurse Joan appeared to be pretending I didn’t exist. I was happy so long as she didn’t look at me with those piercing eyes.

      When Sophia was washed and dressed and all pinned up, she looked at me, tapping her finger against her cheek. “And what about you, Katie? Your hair is a little short for combs or nets.”

      She was right about that. When Sophia’s blonde hair was let down, it hung in one long curtain right down to the small of her back. My strawberry-coloured hair was straight and fine. It used to be long, but a lot of it had to be cut off for surgery after my accident. It had grown back fast enough, but still only just brushed the tops of my shoulders. There wasn’t much anyone could do with hair like mine.

      “Aha!” Sophia said, struck with an idea. She ran to her dressing table and came back with the fanciest headband I’d ever seen, covered in light blue ribbon and pearls. “There,” she said, fixing it on top of my head. “Now you are ready for the Great Hall.”

      

      Sophia had her supper with the Countess and important guests like Master Van Hoebeek in a room called the Great Chamber which was in a part of the house near the family’s private rooms. I was to have my supper in the Great Hall with the rest of the household servants. That was part of Sophia’s cleverly devised plan in making me a chambermaid, so that I could escape the notice of the Earl and Countess.

      It was rather nerve-racking going down that Grand Staircase all by myself. I stepped into the Great Hall, now softly lit with summer twilight and flickering firelight, and truly alive with a hundred or more servants. The sight of all those people gave me a knot in my stomach that reminded me of my first day at middle school, walking into the cafeteria and looking wildly around for a familiar face while trying to appear like I knew where I was going.

      To my relief, and the relief of the knot in my stomach, I did spot a familiar face. Digby sat at the near end of the closest long table with the table cloth stuffed down his shirt and a drumstick in one fist. I waited for him to finish speaking to the man beside him, then approached. There was a seat on the bench in front of him, and I hoped he just might invite me to sit there.

      “Hello again, Digby,” I said, trying to sound chirpy and confident.

      “Greetings, Mistress Katie.” Digby turned to the man at his side and said, “Jack, this is Katherine, Mistress Sophia’s new chambermaid and companion.”

      “Jack Hornsby.” The man tipped his shaggy brown head and smiled pleasantly. “Second Groom.”

      “You work in the stables as well?” I asked, with genuine chirpiness. “I’d love to hear more about the Earl’s horses.” I decided to take my chance. “Is anyone sitting here?”

      Digby threw his head back and guffawed. “Mistress Katie, your place isn’t with a couple of lowly stable hands likes us. ’Tis at High Table,” — he gave his head a toss towards it — “with other important personages like yourself.”

      “Oh …” Once again, I wasn’t entirely sure whether Digby was being serious or pulling my leg. The important thing was not to let the two men see how clueless I really was. “But, aren’t I a servant too?”

      “Yes, but not all servants are created equal, now are we?” Digby answered with a sarcastic note in his voice. “You’re one of the waiting servants. That makes you cream of the crop along with the steward and the dressing ladies and our chief groom. Off you go, up to your seat of honour!”

      I didn’t feel particularly honoured being sent away like that; but I walked away with my head held high, as I imagined Sophia would do, and stepped up onto the platform (which I’d learned that morning was called a dais, just like the ones kings and queens sit on) to take an empty seat at High Table.

      Nobody greeted me or even smiled at me when I sat, but a couple of teenage maids peered over at me and whispered to one another. A skinny arm appeared over my shoulder, and I glanced up to see a serving girl putting some sort of pie on my plate.

      “Thank you,” I said, but she said nothing and moved on to the next seat. I noticed then that her clothes were quite a bit plainer than what I and the other girls at High Table had on. The serving girl’s dress looked like coarse wool or cotton and was cut in plain, straight lines. Mine was made of a finer, stiffer sort of stuff, and though my skirt didn’t poof like Sophia’s, it certainly had more flounce than the serving girl’s. Clothes, it seemed, were a sort of code language here, and one I would have to learn to read very quickly if I was to fit in without notice.

      I didn’t mind so much that no one spoke to me. It was certainly better than stirring up more suspicion! But I did begin to feel self-conscious after several minutes sitting there staring down at my plate. Luckily, my apron had pockets, and by a stroke of good luck, I’d put my little leather-bound The Hound of the Baskervilles in one. I reached under the table, slipped it out and spent the rest of supper holding open the book with my left hand whilst shovelling bites of hot pie with my right. The book provided a nice sort of shield from curious looks, and I could glance over the page without being quite so obvious.

      That morning on the tour with Nan and Pop, there had been a chart on the wall showing the different members of the household staff. I decided to make a game of guessing who was who at High Table. I thought the two whispering girls must be the Countess’s waiting ladies. The finely dressed, portly man with a wig and an enormous nose had to be the head steward. And after him … I nearly choked on the bit of pie in my mouth when I caught the eye of Nurse Joan seated at his side, her wiry frame nearly hidden by his barrel of a belly. She had obviously been giving me a sideways glare which she quickly tried to cover up when I caught her. I too tried to make myself look less suspicious by pretending to be examining the paintings on the wall behind the High Table. I had just decided the middle one — an austere looking man with a long white beard — must be the Earl, when another wigged man came positively bounding up the dais. He scurried around to the other side of the table like he hadn’t a second to lose and placed a sealed letter in the steward’s hand.

      I watched as the portly gentleman flicked it open, held a funny little pair of spectacles over his eyes and hastily scanned the page. Though it was hard to tell through his thick layer of powder, I could swear his face went whiter and his eyes swelled like balloons. He threw the cloth from his shirt and stood up, knocking the table with his big belly so that the cups rattled and every eye turned to watch him.

      He gathered himself for a breath or two, then bent down and whispered into the ear of a lady, who in turn looked amazed and whispered to a gentleman on her other side. The steward marched out of the room and disappeared into the Great Staircase chamber, but the chain of whispers continued right down the length of the High Table.

      And it didn’t stop there. Soon the entire Great Hall was a hushed murmur of excitement. But strain as I might, I could not make out what any of the murmur was about!

      I was beginning to wish I had made a little more effort to speak to the servants at High Table as at least one of them might have passed the secret on to me. I turned in my seat to take in the commotion in the hall behind and saw that Digby and the Second Groom were just getting up from the table, locked in conversation.

      “Digby!” I swished over as quickly as I could without tripping over my skirt. Digby and Jack turned and waited for me. “Is everything alright?”

      Digby ran his fingers through his wild straw hair and blew out a whistle. “Depends on what you mean by alright. Nobody’s died, but some of us may be driven to our graves by the morrow!”

      Jack nodded in agreement.

      “Why? What’s going on?” I asked, anxious to hear what horrible calamity was coming to Otterly Manor on the morrow as Digby put it.

      My anxiety must’ve shown on my face, because Digby took one look at me and snorted. “Don’t worry yourself. It’s no mishap for you lot. All you must do is see that the Mistress is dressed in her finest. Meanwhile, we lot will be breaking our backs whilst the Earl and family put on their pageantry.”

      I was properly confused by then. “What pageantry? You mean the Earl’s coming home? That’s what this fuss is all about?”

      “Well no, that’s not the whole of the matter, is it?” He elbowed Jack, then put on his air of confidentiality again. “It’s like this, Mistress Katie. The steward’s just had a letter from the Earl. Says he’s riding home post-haste on the morrow because he’s just received word direct from the Royal Court that His Majesty has changed the course of his Summer Tour. So the King will now sojourn at Otterly Manor starting from two days hence. It seems His Highness wants a look at the Earl’s refurbishments on his grandfather King Henry’s old place.” Digby and Jack were both shaking their heads in bitter disbelief, the way Nan and Pop do when complaining about the weather.

      “Wait.” I was trying very hard to boil down Digby’s explanation. “The King is coming here? In only two days?” His language was so funny, I wanted to be entirely sure I’d got the message right.

      “Not just the King. The entire Court is coming here in two days,” Digby corrected, waving his hands for emphasis. “Well Jack, we’d best begin readying the stalls. There’ll be no respite for the likes of us ’til the King and his royal equines depart.”

      Jack and Digby walked away, deep in conversation about the work that awaited them, and I found myself the only one standing still in a swirling sea of bustling bodies.  With the news of the King’s coming, the Hall had become like an agitated beehive, and my head was buzzing from the excited chatter. I slipped out into the Great Staircase chamber without anyone noticing and climbed the stairs as quickly as I could. This day had been nothing but mad, and I needed somewhere quiet just to think and be.

      When I crept into the red bedchamber, Sophia was already there. The two dressing maids were helping her out of her supper gown and into her nightgown.

      “Have you heard the news, Katie?”

      I thought for the first time Sophia sounded more like an excited twelve-year-old than a prim and polite lady.

      “About the King? Yes. Just now.” I tried to match her excitement.

      “Do you know what this means?” Freeing her hair from its net, the maids released her, and she skipped across the carpet to take my hands.

      I thought for a second, then shook my head. “Well, no. Not really. What does it mean?”

      “It means,” her blue eyes sparkled, “the Earl is riding home from Oxford on the morrow to oversee the preparations for His Majesty, and Frederick shall ride with him! He is coming home at last, and the two of you shall meet!” She was so happy, she skipped me around in a circle before the fire that crackled as merrily as laughter.

      After I’d slipped into one of Sophia’s spare nightgowns and we’d washed our faces in the basin, we climbed into the giant canopy bed. I nestled down under the weight of the covers and laid my head on the downy pillow. Sophia’s long blonde locks fanned out over her pillow, and she was smiling so broadly, her rosy cheeks looked like two red apples.

      We chatted happily for a while, Sophia describing her brother to me and all the fun we would have in the coming days. I listened, but at the same time I thought how strange it was that I’d only just arrived in this other world earlier that very day. Sophia treated me as if I belonged here. As if we’d been friends forever. As if she almost forgot I lived in a world hundreds of years away.

      As if she read my thoughts, she became silent, then rolled over on her side to look me in the eye. “It is so nice to have a friend with whom I can share this happiness … you don’t mind being here for a while, do you, Katie?”

      “Of course not! I’m having a wonderful time!” I said, pillowing my cheek in my hand. “I mean, everything is still a bit … new. But honestly, this is the best summer holiday I’ve ever had.”

      She smiled, then her face turned to concern. “But I am sure you miss your family. Just as I miss mine. On the morrow, we shall speak to Tom Tippery. But I am glad you will stay long enough to meet Frederick first. He will love meeting you and hearing about the world you come from!” Sophia rolled over to her other side and blew out her candle. “God bid you fair dreams and peaceful sleep, Katie. I am glad you are come.”

      “At home, we say ‘goodnight, sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite’,” I responded, and we both giggled. After a few minutes, I heard Sophia’s steady breathing and turned over to watch my own candle flicker and throw shapes on the wall. All the talk of Frederick had made me think of Charlie. I wondered what he was doing in Scotland, and whether he missed me and wished I had come along. That’s when it hit me, like a stone on water: Charlie doesn’t exist here. None of them do.

      The thought made me shiver in spite of the weight of warm covers. I propped myself up to blow out the candle, then lay back, shutting my eyes tight against the dark. When I woke, would I find this whole strange day had been a bizarre dream? Or was my adventure at Otterly Manor only just beginning?
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      Warm sun rays lit up the insides of my eyelids. I opened them. A stream of silver morning light poured through the open bed curtain and landed in a pool on my pillow. I stretched, yawned and sprang up like a jack-in-the-box. I found myself inside a cosy cocoon of crimson. Outside the red curtains, I heard the hushed voices of ladies and the soft scuttle of a dog’s claws on floorboards.

      So it wasn’t a dream.

      I scooted across the bed to the open curtain and dangled my legs over the side. Sunlight bathed the bedchamber; it sparkled off the silver objects on the dressing table and left a latticed design across the floor. Odd, I thought, that all the paintings from back in these days should look so dark and creepy. This morning was fresh and dazzling … and delicious! A whiff of something savoury tickled my nostrils, and my eyes followed my nose to a steaming tray of bowls and platters on the table.

      I planted my feet on the thick, Turkish rug and looked about the room. Sophia was sitting by the fire, already dressed and with Britannia chomping a deer antler at her feet. One of the maids was combing Sophia’s hair back and fixing it into a complicated bun.

      “Is that you, Katie?” Sophia asked, unable to turn around.

      I padded across the carpet to stand beside her at the fire. “You look very nice!”

      “Thank you. I would sooner wear fewer petticoats, but Master Van Hoebeek has requested an early portrait sitting as the Earl is due to arrive by midday. I was just going to wake you.”

      “How long have we got?” I asked, squatting to stroke Tannia’s boxy head.

      “Oh, time enough for you to dress and for our breakfast. I only had to make an early start as this hairstyle does take an age for poor Tatty to perform.”

      Tatty did look rather taxed, I thought, with pins stuck between her teeth, and her eyebrows pinched in stern concentration as she wrestled Sophia’s long, golden strands.

      “Shall I call for Elinor to help you dress?” Sophia asked.

      I was going to say I could manage. Then I remembered the ordeal of lacing and latching my dress the day before and decided to take her up on the help. So Elinor came and had it all done up in no time, and I was dressed and seated at the breakfast table before Sophia’s hair was even ready. Tatty finished her off with the lacy ruff collar that stood straight out, a bit like those plastic cones dogs wear when they’ve got an injury they mustn’t lick. I was thankful I didn’t have to wear a stiff, scratchy thing like that!

      We had to go to the drawing room for the portrait sitting. Master Van Hoebeek greeted Sophia with what must have been a very tickly kiss on the hand through his woolly black beard.

      She turned to me. “Katie, I believe you met our resident artist yesterday?”

      Master Van Hoebeek, as expressionless as one of his portraits, bowed his head towards me.

      “And that over there is his apprentice, Tom Tippery.”

      I hadn't even noticed the other man sitting in a shadowy corner behind his easel. He too had a beard, but it was short and scraggly and salted with white. It was easy to tell who was the Master and who was the assistant. Unlike Master Van Hoebeek’s fine, silk clothes, Tom’s were plain and woollen and looked like they needed a wash. He stood and doffed his flat, floppy cap in a bow, revealing a large bald patch. When he raised his head, he looked me right in the eye and gave me the slyest wink, and I knew with a skip of my heartbeat, it was him. He was the gypsy painter I’d seen in the painting. He was the one who had brought me here, somehow or other.

      I was dying to ask how and why he’d performed his magic on me from centuries away, but my questions would have to wait. It was straight to business before Master Van Hoebeek’s artistic muse could run away. A bird cage stood near Sophia’s stool, and she took from it a dainty, yellow canary that perched and chirped happily on her finger. The artist positioned her on the stool and ordered Britannia to lie down beside her. Britannia cocked her head but didn’t budge. Sophia ordered her, “To me, Tannia,” and the dog trotted right over and obediently lay down beside the stool.

      I sat myself down out of the way in a hard, wooden chair to watch and wait. The morning passed more slowly than the longest car journey I have ever suffered through. It must have been hours! I will never know how Sophia sat there, still as a marble statue, for so very long. To keep my eyes from closing, I watched Master Van Hoebeek at his work. Though I couldn’t see much from the opposite side of the canvas, it was still quite a performance. Sometimes his brush strokes became quite violent, slashing across the wooden canvas. Other times, he dabbed delicately like he was tickling it. Tom Tippery, meanwhile, sat in his corner and appeared to be doing very little other than plodding away with his own paintbrush.

      How I wished I’d brought my book along! I constantly had to shift around in my chair to keep from nodding off. After what felt like half a day (though it was probably no more than two hours), Master Van Hoebeek finally put down his paintbrush. Leaning back, he observed his work and rubbed his hands together.

      “It is nearly finished,” he said in his wiry accent. “And, if I may be so bold, a work of rare beauty.”

      “May we see it?” Sophia asked. Our plan was that she would find a way of distracting Master Van Hoebeek while I tried to steal “a private word” with Tom Tippery.

      The painter smiled wryly. “I am afraid I cannot reveal it to you until I have applied some … final touches.”

      It was a good attempt, but it hadn’t worked.

      Sophia didn’t miss a beat before trying the next strategy. “Master Van Hoebeek, I wonder …” She hesitated just long enough to cast a meaningful sideways look at me. I straightened up, waiting for my moment. She continued, “I have always imagined having my portrait taken in the park, with my horse. My aunt, the Queen, has one such portrait in our gallery. Have you seen it?”

      “Yes, I believe I know the one,” Master Van Hoebeek answered with only half of his attention. The other half was employed in packing away his brushes.

      Sophia boldly jumped up and walked over to the window, the canary still bobbing on her finger. “I’ve found just the perfect backdrop. I believe you can see it from this window. But I should like your expertise, if you’d care to have a look?”

      This time, Sophia’s ingenious plan paid off. We shared the sneakiest of smiles as Master Van Hoebeek made his way across the room to her side. Here was my chance! I crept along the wall and stopped just behind Tom Tippery’s easel. He was still busy adding his own finishing touches to his canvas and didn’t seem to notice me.

      There was no time to lose, so I cleared my throat. “Hello, Mr. Tippery. I’m Kat—” Before I could even get my name out of my mouth, the strangest thing happened. Tom jumped to his feet, nearly knocking over his easel. He looked at me with wide, terrified eyes as if I were a ghost. Pushing me aside, he flew to Master Van Hoebeek’s stool and threw a cloth over the painter’s canvas before snatching it up under his arm. But he hadn’t been quick enough in covering it to hide a rather interesting feature of Master Van Hoebeek’s painting. It was blank! After hours of slashing, dotting and tinting, there was not a spot of paint to show for it!

      I was speechless. Tom and I stood there gawking at each other, he clutching the blank canvas under his arm, his eyes darting between me and the window. Master Van Hoebeek must have heard the clamour and turned around. When he saw Tom and me in our face-off, his eyes narrowed angrily on me for half an instant, then softened. “Is anything … amiss, Tom?” he asked with nonchalance.

      Sophia looked at me questioningly.

      Tom opened his mouth as if to answer, but he only just managed to mumble, “Er, no … sir.”

      The drawing room door opened, and the moment of pins and needles was shattered. We all turned our attention to the manservant who stood as stiff as a soldier in the doorway.

      “The Earl has arrived and requests the audience of Mistress Sophia and Master Van Hoebeek at dinner,” he announced.

      Sophia gave a little jump for joy, then caught herself and looked at me, biting her lip. I’m sure she didn’t know what to make of my befuddled face. “Master Van Hoebeek,” she asked as innocently as a little child as she returned the canary to its perch, “Would you be so kind as to escort me to my guardian?”

      Master Van Hoebeek cast one last dark glance at me, then straightened up. “But of course, my lady.”

      “I will meet you after dinner, Katie,” Sophia called over her shoulder as she took Master Van Hoebeek’s arm. “How about in the Stone Court? It is such a fine day, we can go for a walk.”

      I nodded and waved awkwardly as she left, then spun around to seize the moment with Tom Tippery. My jaw dropped. The man was gone! Completely vanished without a peep! And Master Van Hoebeek’s blank canvas had gone with him. He had, however, left his own canvas and painting kit in the corner. I moved around it, half-expecting to find another blank board. But to my astonished eyes, what I found instead was the most exquisite likeness of Sophia! It was the one I’d seen in Otterly Manor that morning, almost complete.

      So Tom wasn’t just an apprentice; he was the real artist! But if that was so, what was Master Van Hoebeek? Why would Tom allow him to steal all the credit for his own work?

      I rubbed my forehead, trying to make sense of it all. My stomach made a complaining gurgle, and I decided it was no good trying to solve a mystery until I’d had some lunch. Then I could tell Sophia all about what I’d seen, and perhaps she or even the famous Frederick would have some answers.

      But as for speaking to Mr. Tom Tippery, it wasn’t going to be as simple as I’d imagined. I was just going to have to wait a little longer and watch a little closer.
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      I waited for Sophia in the Stone Court on a sunny bench, reading my book. I’d nearly finished it and had just got to the part when Holmes and Watson are lying in wait in the fog-veiled mire only to be sprung upon by a giant, fire-breathing hound!

      “Katie!”

      I jumped at the sound of my name.

      Sophia and I met each other’s surprised faces and both laughed. “Phew! I was just getting to the scary bit,” I explained, tucking the book back into my apron pocket.

      “Well I hope you shall find us less frightening.” She stepped aside to present a tall, sinewy boy with the same serious blue eyes, flushed cheeks and wavy blonde hair as her own. He was quite dashing with a neatly trimmed, golden goatee. I thought he might have been around Charlie’s age.

      “Frederick, this is my new friend I have been telling you about, Katherine Watson.”

      “Mistress Watson.” Frederick smiled and made a very gentlemanly bow. It made my face burn to hear him call me by my code name so very politely. Charlie would die laughing if he’d heard it.

      “Sophia tells me that you are from the Americas, but she will not tell me how you came here.” He spoke in the same slight German accent as his sister, and had the same look of genuine interest in his eyes as he spoke. “She says I must ask you to tell me yourself.”

      “Oh, um, well …” I began, not really knowing where to begin. “It’s a funny story, really …”

      “Wait.” Sophia laid a hand on my arm. “The manor is crawling with ears. Everyone is bustling about preparing for the King and Queen’s arrival. We should go somewhere quieter where we can talk without being heard.”

      “Is it a secret? Is this Katherine Watson a fugitive? Or perhaps a foreign spy?” Frederick teased.

      “Even better!” Sophia stuck up her nose with pretend snootiness. “Now where shall we go?”

      “How about the stables?” Frederick suggested. “Or better yet, the hayloft? ’Tis a good place for thinking … or divulging secrets.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

      “But Frederick, what about your hay fever?” Sophia asked in her motherly way.

      He looked affronted. “What hay fever?”

      

      Frederick sneezed for the tenth time, just as I’d finished explaining my fall through the painting.

      “Come now,” he said through watery eyes. “You girls are practically ladies and much too old for these fanciful children’s games. Where have you really come from, Katherine?”

      At Sophia’s prompting, I had just given the whole strange account of the previous day’s incident, and to my extreme discomfort, Frederick wasn’t buying a word of it. He had an unamused look on his face that made my cheeks go hot, like he thought I was just a silly little girl.

      Sophia stood up so that she was taller than her brother who sat on a bale of hay. “’Tis not a game,” she said defiantly. “We can prove it.” She looked at me to produce the proof.

      “Yes!” I said, wishing Sophia had simply let me make up some believable story to tell Frederick. “I can answer questions about the future …” I was quite good at history, but just then, I was scrambling to think of any historic fact that would impress him. He didn’t even give me the chance.

      “That doesn't prove anything. You could just make it up.” He crossed his arms and leaned back against the curved wooden rib of the stable’s vaulted roof.

      I bit my lip, trying to think of something … anything to show I wasn’t being childish. If only I had a mobile phone or a tablet to knock his stockings off with. But I hadn’t come with any modern technology. Even my watch was useless. All I had to show from the future were books, but that gave me an idea. “I know! I’ve got this.” I took the copy of The Hound of the Baskervilles from my pocket and handed it to him.

      Sophia nodded triumphantly. “Yes, have a look at that! The sketches are most strange and otherworldly.”

      Frederick took the book with a smirk and flipped through its pages, stopping to examine the illustrations. He looked especially closely at the inside cover. His smirk turned into a perplexed scowl. “Who is this Sherlock Holmes?”

      “He’s a detective,” I answered. “Probably the most famous detective in all of English literature.”

      Frederick scanned the page with eyebrows knitting all the while, like he was trying to solve a puzzle. “It says ‘originally serialised in 1901’.” He smirked. “I suppose you want me to believe that you have come here from nearly three hundred years in the future?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “No?”

      This wasn’t going as I’d hoped. I sighed and launched into my explanation. “That book is an antique. It was a gift from my brother Charlie because we both love detective stories so much.” How I wished Charlie were here! He’d know how to persuade Frederick, who was still scowling at me. “Anyway,” I continued, “the Sherlock Holmes mysteries were written about a hundred and fifteen years before my time. I’m from the twenty-first century.”

      He closed the book with a thud and flatly handed it back to me.

      Sophia was smiling. “So you see, Frederick. Now you believe us, don’t you?”

      Frederick kept glaring at me like he was trying to see into my thoughts. I sat as still as stone and dug my hands down into the hay beneath me. I was determined not to show Frederick any of the signs of dishonesty I was certain he was looking for.

      “Sophia,” — he addressed his sister but kept his eyes fixed on me — “I have read of such intrigues as bodies transported through time. I do not advise tampering with games that may have … devilish origins.”

      I nearly swallowed my tongue at that. Thankfully, Sophia came to my defence.

      “Devilish? In truth, Frederick, is not God the Master of Time and not the devil? Do you not remember the verse Mama embroidered on your handkerchief before we left home?”

      “Of course I remember.” He took a cloth from his pocket and read the tiny thread words embroidered on it. “But as for me, I trust in You, O LORD, I say, ‘You are my God. My times are in Your hand.”

      “You see?” said Sophia. “Time is in the Lord’s hand. Only he could have turned it back.”

      Stuffing the handkerchief back into his pocket, Frederick jumped eagerly into debate mode. “Yes, of course. The devil’s servants cannot actually travel through time. But they might use trickery or witchcraft to make us believe they had.”

      Sophia was not daunted. She crossed her arms over her chest and answered, “Since just when are you so quick to believe in old wives’ tales? Is that what they teach you at Oxford? And what is more, when have I ever been known to tell a lie?”

      I tried to back her up, but my own voice came out as shrill as a piglet’s squeal. “I’m not a witch, I promise!” I squeaked. It was so unfair of Frederick to accuse me of trickery when I was the one who’d been tricked into going back in time. “I didn’t mean to fall through that painting,” I insisted. “It was an accident!”

      “Frederick, I cannot believe you would be so discourteous as to accuse my friend of consorting with the devil! And anyway, Katie is only here because I asked for her.”

      I looked at Sophia, completely surprised.

      “You did?” Frederick and I asked at the exact same time.

      “Yes. ’Tis true.” Sophia sat down beside Frederick and looked earnestly into his eyes. “I became lonely after you went away to Oxford, so Tannia and I took to exploring. That’s how we met Tom, the gypsy painter, and his daughter Bessy. I sat beside his fire and listened to tales of their travels across England. Wonderful tales! And then Tom told me I had been so kind a listener, he would paint for me whatever my heart most desired, and it might even come true. I told him that what my heart most desired was for God to send me a true friend at Otterly Manor, for I would be better able to do my duty here if I had someone I could talk to.”

      Frederick’s scowl softened and he placed an understanding hand on his sister’s shoulder. “And then?”

      “When I went back to visit Tom and Bessy again, their wagon had moved. The fire had all turned to ash. That was before I knew Tom had come to work as Master Van Hoebeek’s apprentice. But he left me a note tied to a tree saying I should watch carefully for the friend I’d prayed for.” Her blue eyes sparkled at me. “And only two days later, Tannia found you, Katie, lost in the bracken! So you see, God did answer my prayer, and Katie was his answer, so she surely can’t be the work of the devil.” Sophia finished and gave her brother a defiant nod.

      Frederick looked sternly at his sister and then at me. But soon his face relaxed and he took his sister’s hand in his own two.

      “I know you have been lonely here, Sophia. And I am glad you’ve found a friend.” He smiled almost warmly at me. “But as your brother, I must still caution you not to spend your time unattended with strange gypsy painters, or to give much heed to what such people say. Though I do confess, I’m of half a mind to ask Tom Tippery to paint me an answered prayer of my own.” He yanked out his handkerchief and sneezed into it once more.

      Sophia and I exchanged a look. All the brotherly protectiveness and accusation seemed to drain out of Frederick. He had bigger fish frying in his mind than worrying about where I’d come from — all the better for me. He drooped over, bracing his elbows on his knees and his chin on his fists.

      Now it was Sophia’s turn to show concern. “But Frederick, why? What is it your heart is desiring?”

      “A different lot in life.” He stood up and paced the hayloft’s small patch of floor. “The university has taught me much, Sophia. Philosophy. Theology. Things that matter. But I want more than a good education, just bits of knowledge I can flaunt about at Court like a jester’s tricks. I want to do something … important. Like Papa.”

      “You mean you want to be a rector like Papa and further the Reformation?”

      His face lit up. “Genau! You understand! There’s so much I want to do … to write pamphlets, help translate the Greek scriptures into modern languages, reform the corrupt legal systems across Europe … ”

      “But Frederick, your place is in England now. Papa sent you not just to study, but to represent our family and our faith in this country. It is a noble task.”

      I watched the passionate battle between the two flush-faced, bright-eyed siblings wondering who would come out on top.

      “Noble?” Frederick plopped back down, sinking into his bale of hay as if the word had shot him down. “Nobility is all a game, Sophia. And I don’t have the appetite to play it when there are truly noble tasks afoot.”

      Sophia crossed her hands in her lap and addressed Frederick just like a little mother. “But have you forgotten? Papa is both a rector and a prince. You can be both a rector and a nobleman. And think of the great influence you will wield in Court when you are an Earl! You could even become a university chancellor like Lord Buckville and teach Theology to England’s brightest young men!”

      Frederick crossed his arms and gazed up at the swallows darting between the vaulted rafters. “Nein, Sophia. What I long for is the life of an itinerant teacher, free from the chains of courtly duties. All this coquetry and banqueting is a foolish waste of time.”

      Then, so suddenly it made me start, Frederick jumped to his feet and stood in front of me. “Enough of me. Mistress Katherine, I do not pretend to believe or understand your story. But you have been a true friend to my sister in my absence and for that you have my thanks. Whatever secrets you have, you may keep them if you wish.” He held out his hand to me. I stood and placed my hand limply in his, not quite sure how to take being thanked and called a liar in one breath. He gave it a squeeze and bowed.

      “Thank you,” I said, making an awkward curtsey as I tried to pull my skirt apart from the hay bale. And just like that, the tension was broken.

      Frederick wiggled his nose. “I think I’ve had enough of hay. What shall we do now?” He turned to his sister. “Or do I detain you from your lessons, Kleine Schwester?”

      Sophia was shaking the hay out her skirts. “Lessons are cancelled for the day in light of preparations for the King and Queen. But the Countess has asked the Dancing Master to hold a special session for us this afternoon, to be sure we are ready for the banquet.

      Frederick groaned. “And the pageantry begins!”

      “Don’t make such a fuss,” Sophia scolded. “You can be a gentleman and ask Katie to be your dancing partner.”

      My ears pricked up hopefully. “You mean I can come?” I’d taken ballet when I was younger and had always loved dancing, but I never dreamt I would be allowed to attend the ball.

      “Natürlich! You are my lady-in-waiting! And anyway, the dance masters often snatch grooms or maids from their duties to serve as our dancing partners. Digby is always volunteering. He is an excellent dancer. Surprisingly light on his toes, for a boy who works with horses!”

      At that moment, we both noticed a strange look enter Frederick’s eyes, like an idea had just possessed him. A smile flickered on his lips, and he clasped his hands together.

      “What is it, Frederick? You are making your mischievous face.”

      “Digby!” he answered. “Digby is just the man to whom I wish to speak.”
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      We spotted Digby before he spotted us, whistling to himself as he shovelled out stalls in the stables below. Between every few scoops, he would stand his pitchfork upright and skip around it like it was a maypole.

      “You were quite right, Sophia!” Frederick said, laughing out loud which made Digby jump a foot in the air. “Our good stable boy is as light on his feet as a maiden!”

      Poor Digby hid his scarlet face by hastily doffing his cloth cap and bowing low. When he rose up, he wore a broad smile that turned his dusty cheeks to cherry tomatoes.

      “Master Frederick, welcome home! I’ve just been attending your horse.”

      “Oh?” Frederick jumped down from the last few rungs of the ladder. “It looked to me as though you were attending your fair dancing partner.” He pantomimed a bow to Digby’s pitchfork. “She is the thinnest maid that ever I laid eyes on. Does she eat well?”

      Though Digby still looked sheepish, he shared the laugh with Frederick, and Sophia and I, reaching the ground in turn, joined in. The two boys clasped one another’s arms and dived into conversation about university life in Oxford.

      I wasn’t listening. A beautiful chestnut stallion in the nearest stall caught my eye, and I found myself thinking about Vagabond, wishing I could break away just for a moment to see him by myself. Sophia must’ve noticed my fascination with the horse.

      “He’s called Zeus,” she said. “Would you like to meet him?”

      I nodded. “I’d love to.”

      We climbed up on a wooden crate to greet Zeus.

      My heart did a little skip as I reached out and felt the horse’s warm neck. I couldn’t help thinking that this was the first time I’d touched a horse since the accident. It’s okay, I told myself while trying to force back images of that horrible day. Don’t panic. Don’t be a baby in front of everyone.

      I don’t think Sophia noticed that I was shaking. She seemed to be thinking of something else. “Frederick is lucky, you know,” she said, calmly stroking the horse’s velvet nose. “He and Digby struck up a friendship ever since the first days we came here. In fact, we often jest that the two are brothers separated at birth. Just look how similar they are!”

      I dropped my hand from Zeus’s neck and released the breath I’d been holding as I turned around to have a look. Now Sophia pointed it out, she certainly was right. Once I looked past the obvious difference in clothing, the boys looked amazingly similar. Both were tall and lanky, though strong-looking. Digby’s hair hung a bit longer and shaggier than Frederick’s; but it was the same golden yellow, like sunlit hay. Also Digby’s features were softer and not so solid and manly as Frederick’s German ones. But even so, they could easily pass for brothers … maybe even twins.

      “Actually, Digby, I’ve a proposition for you,” Frederick was saying. “How would you like to attend the royal banquet on the morrow?”

      Sophia spun around in alarm. “Frederick!”

      I looked from Sophia to Digby. His jaw hung open and a sort of hungry look lit up his dazzled eyes. Becoming suddenly self-conscious, he threw his head back and laughed. “Now there’s a lark, Master Frederick! Me? A nobody? At the King’s banquet? What, and dance with the noble ladies in my stable breeches and jerkin?” He pulled at the baggy legs of his brown, woollen knee breeches. “Or shall I bring my pitchfork for a dancing partner? Ha!” He pitched another fork full of hay into the stall, speaking over his shoulder. “You’re a right jester you are, Master Frederick.”

      But Frederick wasn’t laughing. “Don’t be absurd, Digby. Of course you shall wear my finest doublet and silk breeches. And if you don’t mind, you shall also bear my name throughout the evening as well. You see, I’d sooner spend the night out here with your pitchfork than in a hall full of noble ladies myself.”

      Digby had stopped pitching hay again and stood there dumbly. I could see in Sophia’s intense blue eyes that she, on the other hand, had been holding her tongue as long as she possibly could.

      With her fists on her hips and her chin in the air, she snapped, “Have they been teaching you the art of deception at Oxford, Frederick? How do you hope to reform the Church and become a great rector if you break the commandments and bear false witness?”

      I looked at Frederick who was avoiding her glare by taking a turn stroking Zeus’s nose. “And have you not been telling your share of stories, Schwester?”

      That made Sophia’s cheeks flush with anger. I felt pretty irritated too that Frederick still thought we were lying or playing childish games, but I thought it best to leave this fight between brother and sister and moved away to stand beside Digby.

      “At any rate,” Frederick continued, “I am not a rector yet. Nor shall I ever be if I commit to a life of flattering His Royal Highness.”

      Sophia opened her mouth to speak, but Frederick jumped in too quickly. “Besides, you said yourself our friend Digby was an excellent dancer. It would be an ungodly shame if he never got the chance to use his skill.” He crept an arm around Sophia’s shoulder, but she stayed as stiff as a pin. “Come, Schwester. Consider, it will only be one night.”

      Sophia jumped off the box, leaving her brother’s arm to drop by his side. “And what if Digby is recognised? He will be thrown into prison for dressing above station, all thanks to you and your ruse! If Father were here, he would remind you of your duty to be a good steward of the opportunities given to you, and be thankful for them.” She swung around and looked Digby squarely in the eye so that he hung his head. “And that goes for you too. There is no shame in being a stable boy if you do your task unto the Lord with dignity.”

      Frederick stepped between them and took the pitchfork from Digby’s hand. “Then we shall do one another’s tasks with dignity.” He smiled down at Sophia, but she turned her face away. “All will be well, Kleine Schwester. Let us not ruin our precious time together with quarrelling.”

      “Only be for one night,” Digby chimed meekly.

      I remained a fly on the wall. Frederick’s plan didn’t seem so bad to me as Sophia seemed to think it; but then, there was so much about this century I still didn’t understand. And I wasn’t about to take Frederick’s side over Sophia’s when she’d defended me so valiantly.

      After a moment’s hot silence, Sophia took my arm. “Come, Katie.” She spoke to me as if Frederick and Digby had vanished from our presence. “We have a dance lesson to attend.”
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      How I wished that dance lessons could have carried on all day! My ballet lessons came in very handy. Though Sophia knew the dances already and performed them to perfection, the others were impressed with how quickly I picked them up.

      I blushed when even the Dancing Master said so everyone could hear, “Exemplary poise, mademoiselle. Like a graceful doe!”

      Sophia remained stiff towards Frederick and Digby; but even she couldn’t help laughing with the rest of us when Digby followed the Master too closely, and the feather in his cap went right up Digby’s nostril and made him sneeze so loudly the poor man screamed like a woman. Only the Dancing Master wasn’t doubled over with laughter.

      After the lesson, we spent the rest of the day trying to stay out of the way of the preparations. We walked in the park, sat in the garden and drew birds, and Frederick gave me a lesson in billiards which I thought was more like croquet on a table than modern-day pool.

      I said goodbye to Sophia and Frederick when it was time for supper, and made my way downstairs alone. The air felt tense in the Great Hall that night. It reminded me of the nerve-racking moments waiting my turn to ride at a horse show, going over every jump in my head and wishing it could all be over. I suppose for the household staff at Otterly Manor, hosting the King must have felt like a performance as well, and they all wanted to receive top marks for their parts.

      It was a relief to get back to the cosy red bedchamber and warm my feet in front of the fire with Sophia and Britannia. We talked about the banquet while sipping from tankards of hot milk and honey.

      “Frederick is being very foolish,” she said with a sigh. “Everyone in my family is stubborn and headstrong, but I think perhaps he is the worst.”

      “I can be quite stubborn sometimes too,” I admitted. “Even when I know I’m wrong. My mum says I could out-kick a mule.” Sophia giggled. “Who knows?” I shrugged. “Maybe he’ll change his mind tomorrow. And if he doesn't, well, I guess at least Digby will have his chance to be a nobleman for a night.”

      “Yes.” Sophia’s eyebrows were furrowed. “Maybe then he’ll finally see that spending his day with horses is actually quite nice compared to the company of some courtiers.”

      I laughed. “Are they very snooty?” I asked.

      Sophia gave me a mischievous look out of the corner of her eye. “Well let’s just say, the Dancing Master is not the only one who lacks a sense of humour when being sneezed at.”

      After emptying our tankards, we twirled away the evening in our nightgowns, practising our dance steps on the Turkish rug. At last we danced ourselves to bed, eager, and a little nervous, for the next day to arrive.

      

      The morning was normal enough. The first item before breakfast was choosing gowns for the banquet. Sophia showed me her top three, and I chose a green one with gold ribbon for her. The sleeves were embroidered with roses. It looked just the sort of gown a storybook princess might wear, especially when Sophia’s golden hair fell across the green silk.

      I couldn’t feel really jealous of Sophia, as kind as she was; but I did wonder just a little how it would feel to have such beautiful hair and wear gowns like that.

      She laid the green gown on the bed and took another one from the pile. She held it up in front of me and wrinkled her forehead thoughtfully. It was a beautiful yellow velvet, the colour of her canary bird, with puffy sleeves and little yellow gems down the front.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “It’s very lovely. Reminds me of Belle from Beauty and the Beast.”

      “Who?”

      “Oh, she’s just a make believe princess from a fairy tale.”

      “Well I think it is perfect for you.” She held the gown against my shoulders to check its length.

      “For me? But shouldn’t I dress like the other servants?”

      “There will be so many people in the Great Hall, and so many new faces among all the courtiers, the Earl and Countess will not think you out of place. And besides, you must dance! You are so good at it!”

      The thought of dancing in that yellow gown in front of the King and Queen of England sent a million nervous little ants running through my veins. I had to clench my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering. “I hope I don’t mess up!”

      “You will be exquisite. Remember?” She imitated the Dancing Master’s snooty, flamboyant air and French accent. “You ’ave exemplary poise, mademoiselle’.”

      We floated on a cloud of nerves and excitement right through breakfast, giggling at the slightest thing.

      The rest of the morning passed in an ordinary way. We were to go to church in the town. Luckily for me, the Earl and Countess were staying behind to oversee preparations for the banquet, so I got to ride in the carriage with Sophia and Frederick.

      As we made our way to the carriage through the manor, I felt just like I’d shrunk and gone inside a swarming hive. The whole huge house buzzed with anticipation. Maids flung linens out of windows and beat them with racquets. Clangings and shouts erupted from the buttery. Even out in the park, dozens of men were pitching tents, and others carried ropes of quails. I looked away when two men crossed our path with a dead deer hanging from a pole and quickly climbed into the carriage before any more dead things crossed our path.

      The church looked just like the old stone parish church my grandparents attended. Without thinking, I glanced over at their usual pew when we entered, half expecting to see them there … then remembered. I had been so preoccupied, I’d almost managed to forget my family didn’t exist. Sitting through the long service, away from all the buzz and excitement, a hollow feeling began to grow in my stomach until it swallowed the nervous butterflies that had been fluttering there all morning.

      “Are you well, Katie?” Sophia asked as we climbed back into the carriage.

      “Oh, yeah,” I smiled. “I was just thinking of my family. This church reminds me of the one my grandparents go to, not far from here.”

      She patted my hand with her gloved one and smiled sympathetically. “I was thinking, you know. Tonight Master Van Hoebeek will be occupied among the courtiers. It may be the perfect time to speak with Tom Tippery. I’ll help you find him as soon as I can escape without being missed.”

      “Thank you,” I said. And I meant it. I was enjoying every minute of my adventure, but I would enjoy it so much more if I knew when and how I’d be getting back home again.
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      I first laid eyes on the Earl and Countess just before the arrival of the Royal Court. I had a good view of them where they stood in the gatehouse carriageway. All the household servants that could be spared, along with the Earl and his family, lined up in front of the house to greet the King and his procession. The Earl looked like a very solemn man with his black scholarly gown and long, white beard. The Countess was much younger, but she too looked no-nonsense in a heavy, brown gown and boxy hat. She was boxy all over, actually, and as stout as a pony.

      When at last the King’s Court arrived, it was like watching the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade in New York City, only with horses, carriages and canopies in place of floats, balloons and convertibles.  Up they came through the leafy park, carriage after carriage pulled by some of the most handsome horses I have ever seen. When the footmen opened the carriage doors, we all strained our necks to see what manner of plumes, frills and laces would emerge next. The courtiers made a fascinating fashion show as they passed under the gatehouse arches, bowing and curtseying to the Earl and Countess.

      After so many bows and curtseys that I thought the poor Earl’s knees would give out (he did look about a hundred), a carriage unlike any before it appeared on the hill, and everyone gasped. It was covered in gold, from its hanging tassels to its wheel spokes. The figures of a golden lion and unicorn stood on the top like a decoration on top of a cake. By the time I caught the whispers of “The King and Queen!”, I’d already figured it out. This was the royal carriage itself.

      When the groom opened the carriage door, I half expected Cinderella to step out. I wouldn’t have known if she had; the crowd pressed in for a closer look and blocked my view. The other servants were standing on tiptoes to see the King and Queen, so I only just caught a glimpse of a plumed hat and fur cloak followed by a tall tower of strawberry red ringlets. These disappeared through the archway, along with the Earl, the Countess, Sophia and the most important servants. I got stuck in the crowd following slowly behind. When I finally made it through the doorway and into the courtyard, I happened to glance to my left.  In the arched passage that leads to the Horse Court and stables stood Jack Hornsby watching the crowd go by, and behind him, two shadowy figures. I recognised Frederick and Digby right away, and looked around to make sure no one was watching before I crept over to join them.

      “Mistress Katie.” Jack took off his cap, but at the same time took a step in front of the doorway so as to block my view of the two boys. “Aren’t you er … joining the others?” I quickly solved the obvious: Jack was standing guard for Digby and Frederick.

      “Are the boys swapping places now?” I asked, wanting Jack to know I was in on the secret.

      “Swapping? Boys?” He was still keeping up the act.

      Frederick’s hushed voice came from behind. “Is that Katherine? It’s alright. She knows, and she can help.”

      Frederick, now in plain linen breeches and a jerkin, was just looking over what appeared to be another him. “You look every bit the courtier, Digby,” he said, patting the other him on the shoulder. “Here, don’t forget your hat.”

      “Good grief, you two really could be twins!” I whispered.

      “Come closer, Katie.” Frederick beckoned. I felt rather pleased to be confided in. At least it was reassuring he didn’t still suspect me of devilry anymore.

      “Do you think it’s believable enough?” he asked.

      I cocked my head and took a good, long look at Digby. With his hair and whiskers trimmed neatly and his silk suit, high-heeled shoes and lacy collar, he was transformed. I might have taken him for Frederick without a second glance if I hadn’t known any better. “Would fool me,” I assured them.

      “Good. Then off you go, Digby. My aunt the Queen will want an audience with you. Don’t worry. She’s not seen me since I grew hair on my chin. She won’t notice a thing. The Earl on the other hand … well, best you stand with your back to him when possible.” He braced Digby’s stiff shoulders, said “Good luck,” then looked to me. “Might I employ you to show Digby to the Portrait Gallery? The Royal Apartments are just off the end of it, to the left.”

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “Me? I’m off to the hayloft for a peaceful evening with the barn swallows and a good book.” He tipped his hat (which was actually Digby’s) and stepped into the light of the Horse Court, whistling merrily to himself just as Digby might have done.

      Poor Digby didn’t say a word on our walk to the Portrait Gallery. I could hear him breathing fast, shallow breaths and felt sorry for him. I knew how he felt. After all, I was an imposter at Otterly Manor as well without the slightest idea of how to behave like a courtier. I recalled Sophia’s words to me just as Digby and I stepped onto the staircase landing with the wooden leopard. “If you believe you belong here, everyone else will,” I said.

      He gulped and gave an uncertain nod. But with each step up the next flight of stairs, he seemed to rally. His shoulders relaxed a little, and he held his head higher. We parted ways at the end of the gallery; he went left to the King and Queen’s special apartments. I turned into the right wing towards the family’s rooms to wait for Sophia in the red bedchamber. I looked back once over my shoulder just to be sure Digby hadn’t fainted. Satisfied, I turned back around and nearly rammed right into the velvety chest of Master Van Hoebeek.

      I bit my tongue to keep from screaming. He loomed over me, peering down over his woolly beard.

      “You were going somewhere?” he asked.

      “To Sophia’s room,” I breathed. “To dress for the banquet.” I noticed his hand rested on the doorknob that led into Frederick’s dressing room.

      “Ah. Well, I was … just on my way to the Royal Apartments, but I seem to have taken a wrong turn.”

      “They’re just that way.” I pointed, hoping he couldn’t hear my heart drumming away.

      Master Van Hoebeek bowed his head and passed me by with a whoosh of his cape.

      Well, that was weird, I thought. But the strange encounter did not cross my mind again … at least not until after the disastrous events of the banquet.
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      Sophia and I stood on the Turkish rug, twirling in turns and admiring one another’s gowns. It had taken ages to get dressed, but at last we were ready, she in her dark green silk with her golden hair tumbling down the back, and I in my yellow velvet with my hair slicked back by the pearly headband.

      “I do wish we could sit together, dear Katie,” she said, taking my hands and squeezing them. The King’s reception banquet was to be in the Great Hall; Sophia would sit at High Table with the nobility, and I would slip in hopefully unnoticed among the courtiers at the long tables.

      “But at least we will be able to see each other on the dance floor!” I consoled her just before a servant summoned her to join the other High Table folk who would enter the banquet in procession.

      

      A whispered “Wow!” escaped me when I stepped into the Great Hall. It was just like a fairy land. Candles burned on every table and in every window, and a fire blazed in royal reds and golds in the hearth. The light sparkled off the silver serving ware on the tables and the gems and sequins on the courtiers’ clothes. The platters themselves were piled high with the most bizarre dishes, from boars’ heads to whole peacocks, feathers and all. Swags of greenery were draped along the yellow walls. A deep breath filled my nostrils with the warming smells of pies and roasts and tingling spices.

      But better than the smells was the sound that seemed to be floating down from the ceiling. It took me several minutes of turning on the spot to figure out where the beautiful music came from. Then at last I spotted the musicians seated in a sort of balcony above the Great Hall entrance, hidden by a wooden screen carved with the noble Buckville leopards.

      I stayed close to the hearth while the cooks darted between all the elegant lords and ladies milling around with goblets in their hands. My idea had been to scope out the room for Tom Tippery, but I knew it was unlikely he’d be at the banquet; he certainly didn’t have the courtly airs of his boss. I spied the tall, black-caped figure of Master Van Hoebeek. He had strayed from the crowds and wandered alone around the dais with his goblet in hand, inspecting the portraits on the wall as if he were at an art gallery. My mind flashed back to the blank canvas. In all the excitement of the Court’s visit, I had forgotten to tell Sophia about it! We had been so caught up with Frederick’s schemes, I hadn’t even thought of it since. I would have to tell her after the banquet and see what she made of it.

      But I soon lost interest in Master Van Hoebeek and his strange ways because there was simply too much else to take in. I enjoy people-watching any and everywhere, but this was more like watching a theatrical performance. Everyone moved and laughed and batted their eyelashes as if it had all been rehearsed. I thought of all the balls in princess movies I’d seen as a kid; the real thing was far more grand, and far more strange.

      I spotted Jack leaning against the opposite wall from me, and walked, as elegantly as I could, over to meet him. “I didn’t know you were attending the banquet,” I said over the roar of voices. “I thought servants had to eat in the tents.”

      “Well, I’m not exactly attending.” He spoke in a lowered voice, his eyes darting around. “More like observing. Master Frederick thought I had best keep an eye on … you know.” His head gave a twitch towards the High Table, indicating where Digby would be sitting in just a few minutes. “I’m to report back if anything goes amiss.”

      Before I could respond, a trumpet sounded and a man in purple velvet who looked more pig than human stepped up on the dais. His deep voice rang out like a belch. “Good Lords and Ladies of the Realm, Their Royal Highnesses, the King and Queen of England.”

      In unison, the entire room became shorter, the men bowing so low they swept the floor with their hats, the ladies melting into their skirts in low curtseys. I tried as best I could to imitate them, but how they folded their legs under their skirts and petticoats, I will never guess. I hoped nobody would notice when I lifted my head just a little so that I could watch the High Table procession. I recognised King James from the many portraits I’d seen. He entered first in his great fur cloak and sat on a throne in the middle of the table. Queen Anne with her white, powdered face followed and sat beside him. Then the Earl and the Countess took their places, and several other important-looking people including one in bishop’s robes, and finally Sophia followed by Digby. Jack let out a breath of relief behind me. So far, the stable boy’s disguise had fooled them.

      Once the High Table guests were seated, the bishop-looking man stood to ask God’s blessings on the King and Queen, the Earl and Countess and on the meal. As soon as that was done, the courtiers took their seats at the long tables. I hesitated, not sure where I should go, but Jack nudged me to the closest open seat, and I slid in as quickly as I could. I felt I’d happily exchange my seat for Jack’s place glued against the wall. But thankfully the people sitting around me seemed very merry — I do believe they’d been at the wine long before the banquet began — and the ladies smiled sweetly at me without trying to make much conversation.

      I picked at the strange savoury dishes, trying not to think too much about what might be in them. Then sweets were served, and at last the moment Sophia and I had been waiting for arrived: the dance!

      The King and Queen danced the first dance, opening the floor for everyone else to join in. I caught Sophia’s eye just before she leaned over to whisper to Digby who nodded and made a bee-line for me.

      “Might I claim your hand, Mistress Katherine?” He sounded so confident, I thought he’d convinced himself he really was a courtier.

      “Yes, thank you … Frederick.” I bit my lip to keep from smiling.

      After ten seconds on the floor, all my nerves flew away and I was having the time of my life. After horseback riding, I was sure that dancing must be the best thing in the world, especially when Digby lifted me up and twirled me around like I was floating on air. Sophia danced with a very pompous-looking boy, but we managed to catch eyes throughout the dance without his noticing.

      We were well and truly out of breath when the Herald, as I had learned was the piggish man’s title, returned to the dais and announced, “For the pleasure of their Majesties and this Court, The King’s Men, directed by Master William Shakespeare and under the auspices of our noble King, will now present excerpts from Master Shakespeare’s newest play, Macbeth.” A gleeful murmur moved through the crowds as the actors took the floor, and some shouted out, “Master Shakespeare! … Oh, how delightful! … I hear this one is ghastly frightful. His greatest work yet!”

      I realised with a start that my mouth was hanging open like a codfish’s. Was I actually going to see the real William Shakespeare? This night really did feel like a Midsummer Night’s Dream!

      A man with a broad forehead and a fashionably pointed beard walked out across the floor to the applause of all. I recognised him without a doubt. After all, Nan and Pop had taken Charlie and me to visit his house in Stratford-upon-Avon many times over the years.

      Master Shakespeare thanked the King and Queen for their royal patronage, then introduced the play in rhyme. All the courtiers applauded once again, and the play began.

      I had seen Shakespeare’s plays at the Globe Theatre in London, but they were nothing to compare with this production. I was so bewitched, I nearly forgot to spare a glance at Sophia to see what she thought of it. She too watched in wonder. Digby gaped as if he were gazing into heaven. The Queen smiled, and even King James whose deep sunken eyes looked a little vacant or bored before, appeared spellbound.

      My skin prickled with goose bumps as the three Weird Sisters — played by men in hideous makeup — started their wicked revelry. They whooped and danced wildly around a cauldron, chanting double, double, toil and trouble louder and louder and louder. And then …

      An agonised scream echoed off the yellow walls and shook the panes of glass. Every single body in the hall gasped, even the actors. The scream hadn’t come from them but from behind, from the dais.

      There was a loud scuffle as chairs scooted back. All at High Table but the King were out of their seats, gathering around something on the floor. The Bishop pushed through them and knelt down in the middle of their huddle. After a minute of deathly silence, he stood again, looked to the King and solemnly proclaimed out across the crowd, “The Earl of Dorset is dead.”
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      Shock rippled through the Great Hall. Some prayed, others wept. I tried to get a view of Sophia. There she was, standing behind the Countess who looked like she was in complete shock. Sophia was holding her hand and stroking it. The King was whispering orders, and men in black gowns rushed in to carry off the body. But before they could even drape a sheet over the Earl, another shout added to the confusion.

      “Your Majesty! Your Majesty!” Master Van Hoebeek pushed through the crowds to stand in the middle of the floor, right where we had danced and the Weird Sisters had revelled moments before. Was this still all part of the night’s theatrical production? Master Van Hoebeek dragged a young woman in plain, dirty clothes behind him by the arm. Her face was smudged with dirt, but her enormous, terrified eyes shone like harvest moons.

      For the first time, the King actually stood up. He held up a hand to silence the hall, then turned his sunken eyes towards Master Van Hoebeek and the woman. “Speak, sir. What matter is this that brings you before us with such exigency?”

      Master Van Hoebeek bowed, still gripping the wild-eyed woman’s wrist. “Forgive me, Sire. Nothing but the direst concern for your person’s own safety compels me to come before you. The Earl’s death was not of natural cause, but of murder.”

      Another gasp rose from the room. The King’s face might have been a portrait. It did not change. He merely turned his dead eyes to the Bishop who had examined the Earl’s body.

      The Bishop shrugged. “Your Majesty, the foamy white substance erupting from his lordship’s mouth does suggest some dark power at work.”

      Several women swooned and fainted at the mention of either the foam or the dark power.

      The painter pressed on. “And not only murder, but murder of the darkest, most devilish manner. Witchcraft!”

      At that word, I’m sure I saw the King’s eyes grow larger, and his mouth opened and closed. It was with a much croakier voice that he demanded, “What reason have you to presume this is the work of witches?”

      “This woman,” — Van Hoebeek swung her around by her wrist so that she let out a little cry of pain — “was caught lurking in the family’s quarters. She admits to being practised in the devilish arts.”

      “Is this true, wench?” the King croaked.

      She looked so distraught, and when she didn’t answer, Master Van Hoebeek gritted his teeth and shook her by the wrist. She looked at him with terror in her eyes and answered through sobs, “Ay, Your Majesty.”

      The King’s eyes positively bulged. “And do you confess before God and His appointed King to have employed the magical arts to murder the noble Lord Buckville?”

      When she only gaped, Master Van Hoebeek spoke for her again. “The woman confessed to me that she did not plot the murder herself, Your Majesty, but acted as a consultant to the true conspirator. It was he who gave her entry into this house and lodged her in his own chambers. And I have reason to believe, Sire, that he would not have stopped at the Earl, but might have caused harm to your own esteemed life.”

      The King’s face went red. “WHO IS THE PERPETRATOR?”

      A small, lifeless voice escaped the woman’s lips. “The man who consulted with me to curse the Earl takes wine and meat with you, Your Majesty.” She spoke as if she were reading lines from a page. She sounded like the worst actor in my sixth-grade school play. “He told me he was the Earl’s heir and could not wait any longer for his inheritance. He is that man there.” She hung her head and pointed a shaking finger at Digby. “Ll-lord …” she stuttered.

      “Lord … Frederick?” Master Van Hoebeek growled through gritted teeth.

      “Ay. Lord Frederick.”

      My blood went icy cold. I crumpled down onto the bench as my legs turned to mush. All I could do was watch the terrible drama unfold. Men with helmets and swords charged the dais and bound up Digby’s hands. He didn’t even try to defend himself. But where was Sophia? And then I saw her, struggling to break free from the Lord Steward and Nurse Joan as they led her away from the dais and out into the antechamber.

      I had to do something. I forced myself to stand up on my jelly legs and swung around desperately looking for Jack. I saw him; he was trying to push his way through the crowds to the door.

      “Jack!” I screeched. Thankfully he turned and came right for me, bending down to my height and swinging his cape over my shoulder to whisper in my ear, “Tell no one.”

      Was he serious? “But we have to tell them the truth. Digby doesn’t know what to do. They’ll kill him!”

      Jack looked as serious as a funeral. “If they find out he’s not really Frederick, they will surely kill him for deception and conspiracy. The only hope for either of them now is for us to hide Master Frederick until we can find a way to prove his innocence. I must go to him at once. Speak to Mistress Sophia, but remember: Tell no one.” And he was gone.
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      The banquet guests dispersed after Digby’s arrest. The Countess was whisked away from the hall by a flurry of maids while armed guards escorted the King and Queen. I stood still for a while, letting the world move around me like a stormy sea. Only when several teary kitchen maids began clearing tables did I dare to move.

      Should I go to the stables first so I could bring Sophia a report of exactly what had become of the real Frederick? I decided it was too risky; I might give away his hiding place. Better to speak to Jack after things quietened down and then find out where Frederick was hiding. Just then, I thought, Sophia needed a friend more than anything.

      Having decided to make my way directly up to the red bedchamber, I crossed the hall, went up the staircase and tiptoed down the Portrait Gallery as always; only when I got to the end of it, where normally I’d turn right to enter the family’s quarters, two guardsmen blocked my way with crossed spears.

      “Name and purpose,” one of them demanded looking right over my head.

      “Katherine Watson.” I clenched my fists at my sides, hoping the guard wouldn’t see me shaking. “I’m Mistress Sophia’s companion.”

      The guard eyed me suspiciously, but thankfully stepped aside to let me pass. The first door on the right to Frederick’s chambers was open, and two more guards were inside peeking under carpets and in the hearth as if searching for something, but I couldn’t linger in case the guards behind me changed their minds and threw me out for snooping.

      It turned out the guards were only the first obstacle, and hardly the most frightening. Sitting outside Sophia’s door was the last person I wanted to see: Nurse Joan.

      I did my best to sound polite when I asked her, “May I go in?” She scowled at me and looked as though she wasn’t going to allow it. Then, to my huge relief, she swiftly stood up to let me to the door.

      “What the Mistress needs is a good night’s sleep,” she snapped. “Not a lot of girlish prattle.”

      I nodded before turning the door handle and pushing it open a crack.  I’d expected to find Sophia in a pool of tears — that’s probably where I’d be if my brother had just been accused of conspiring to murder — but instead, she sat on her couch in front of the fire with Tannia’s big head in her lap and stared into the flames. Both looked up when I closed the door behind me, and Sophia jumped to her feet and lifted her skirts to rush over and throw her arms around my neck. I hugged her back.

      “Katie, I am so glad to see you.” We sat together on the couch. “My head is all confusion. I need your help. I tried to speak to the Countess, to tell her it was all a mistake, but they refused to let me see her and dragged me off here like I was their prisoner as well as Frederick!”

      “I know,” I said, wishing I had anything to say that could help. “But maybe it’s best you didn’t speak to the Countess.” I explained what Jack Hornsby had said, and how he had urged me to say nothing to anybody for both Frederick and Digby’s sakes.

      Sophia pinched her eyebrows together and bit her lip in deep thought. “Yes, Jack Hornsby is right. The only thing we can do is to prove Frederick’s innocence and exonerate him. Then he can come out of hiding, and Digby can return to the stables as if none of it ever happened … But where do we start?” She looked into my eyes as if hoping to find the answer.

      And of course the answer came to me easily. Anyone who knows the least thing about detective stories would have known the first step to solving a mystery. “We need a list of suspects,” I said confidently. “If we could just find evidence of who really murdered the Earl, we can make a case to the King.”

      “Yes!” Sophia looked hopeful for half a second. “That is … if he will hear us. But who would wish to murder the Earl? He has no enemies that I can think of. He was a godly and respected lord, more interested in scholarly matters than politics. Not unlike Frederick.”

      I rested my chin in my hand and tried to think. Closing my eyes tightly, I replayed the entire evening, searching my memory for some detail I might’ve missed. At least that technique always worked for Sherlock Holmes. “What exactly happened up there, on the dais?” I asked.

      “The Earl was choking before he died,” Sophia said. “He held his throat and a sort of white foam, like the foam on the top of a pint of ale, bubbled up out of his mouth.”

      I grimaced. “Sounds more like poison than a curse to me.”

      “Genau! I too do not believe he was cursed, nor that Bessy Tippery is really a witch.”

      “Bessy Tippery?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Oh yes, I forgot you’ve never seen her. That girl who accused Frederick was Tom Tippery’s daughter, Bessy. The one who was so kind to me. She can’t be a witch! She’s a Christian woman if ever I met one, and anyway, I do not believe she has ever even laid eyes on Frederick before.”

      “Although …” I hesitated, because the thought playing in my mind sounded insane even to me. But then, here I was in the seventeenth century. Anything might be possible. “Are you sure she’s not really a … a you know. I mean, after all, Tom brought me here by some kind of magic.”

      Sophia’s eyes searched about uncertainly. “Yes, but Katherine, you heard what I said to Frederick. Whatever power Tom used to bring you here, it was not the devil’s work. Witches are believed to put hexes on their neighbours, to make their cows’ udders dry up or their crops fail. A mere witch could not have performed the magic that brought you here. It was nothing short of … of a miracle!”

      I couldn’t argue with Sophia’s logic. “So then you think somebody put Bessy up to framing Frederick? She did sound far too rehearsed to be genuine.”

      “Yes, I am certain somebody was using her. But who?”

      I tried to call up the faces of all the people in the Great Hall that night. Could it have been one of the servants? Or maybe … “Tom Tippery was missing from the banquet,” I blurted. “But then why would he put his own daughter in danger? No, that doesn’t make sense.”

      Sophia shook her head. “And besides, Tom was so kind to me, I cannot believe that he could be my guardian’s attacker. Or my brother’s for that matter. If Tom is involved, he must be following another’s instructions.”

      Something she said flipped a switch in my brain. “You mean like an apprentice?” Could it be? If Tom had been willing to paint for Master Van Hoebeek and give away all the credit, might he also be willing to kill for him?  I stood up and paced back and forth in front of the fire. The pieces were falling into place now. My strange encounters with Master Van Hoebeek had always left me feeling uneasy, though I couldn’t say why. Then there was the blank canvas incident … and tonight, his eagerness to accuse Frederick … There were still many pieces of the puzzle missing, but I just knew it had to be him. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it before!” I groaned. Stopping in my tracks, I turned to Sophia. “Master Van Hoebeek is no artist. He’s a murderer!”

      Sophia’s eyes were as doubtful as a doe’s at first, but they turned as fierce as a tiger’s as I told her all about Master Van Hoebeek’s deception, using Tom to do his work and cover his tracks for him.

      “To think!” she said at last. “I’ve been sitting right in front of that monster for days. How could I be so blind?” With her hands balled into fists in her lap, she looked ready to fight. “That explains how Master Van Hoebeek appeared so quickly on the scene with Bessy. He must have been rehearsing her lines with her even whilst the King’s Players recited theirs. But then, that is odd … ” She laid a finger to her cheek.

      “What is?” I asked.

      “Master Van Hoebeek came in from the antechamber with Bessy only seconds after the horrible scene. If he wasn’t even in the room, how do you think he managed to murder the Earl?”

      I gnawed my lip, thinking. The answer hit me, and I hit my forehead with my open palm. “Duh!” I groaned, then noticed the bewildered look on Sophia’s face. “Duh means … oh never mind. I just remembered something. Before you all came into the banquet, Master Van Hoebeek was loping around the dais, pretending to look at the paintings. He could easily have slipped poison into the Earl’s goblet without anyone noticing!” It all fit, all made sense. If Sophia hadn’t been so distraught, I’d have felt quite smug about my detective skills at that moment. Charlie would be proud.

      There was a tap at the door, and Tatty and Elinor came in to help us out of our ball gowns. I shivered when the velvet gown came off and the night air pricked my skin. The door creaked open again and Nurse Joan entered, turning the room a little bit colder with her scowl. Had that woman ever smiled in her life? I might as well have tried to picture Master Van Hoebeek in a tutu.

      To be fair to Nurse Joan though, no one was smiling tonight.

      “Get your sleep, Sophia,” she said in what I think was an attempt at a gentle voice. “On the morrow you shall appear before the King to give an account of your brother’s words and deeds since returning to this house.”

      “And if the King will not listen to the truth?” Sophia asked, her head held high like a queen’s.

      “It is insolence to question the King’s judgement, Mistress. He is God’s appointed.”

      “Yes, but he is not God himself. Elsewise he would not suffer from such a fright of demons and witches!”

      Nurse Joan shot a fierce finger to her thin lips to hush her. “Mistress,” she hissed. “Do not speak of such things on a night such as this. Have we not been plagued enough by evil, that you would invite the devil’s servants to do us more mischief? Even now the stewards are marking the doors and hearths with the witches’ marks for the King and Queen’s protection.”

      Sophia crossed her arms. “Tell the stewards I should like no witches’ mark placed on my hearth. The Earl is dead and my brother is on trial for murder. I prefer to pray for protection.” She spun around, marched to the bedside and knelt down. Her lips moved, though the words were silent.”

      Realising it was useless to scold Sophia any further, Nurse Joan looked at me as if I’d just insulted her. I was grateful when she picked up her skirt and strode out of the room with Tatty and Elinor following meekly behind.

      

      We did pray that night, silently, side by side. And as I prayed for Digby and Frederick, I imagined how I would feel in Sophia’s place with my world upside down and my own brother in grave danger. This was not the adventure I’d imagined or hoped for. But maybe … just maybe … this was the reason I had been brought back in time, to be a friend to Sophia when she needed one most. Maybe she was right. I was here by a miracle. And if a miracle is what I’d been given, I decided there on my knees, I would make the most of it.

      But as I drifted off to sleep, another sickening thought crept in to eat away at my resolve, like a storm cloud snuffing out the sun. If Tom Tippery was somehow tied up in the Earl’s murder, it was possible, even likely, that he had fled the scene, and with him my way of getting home. My best hope was if he had stayed to be near his daughter, but then his mind would be preoccupied with graver matters than helping some little girl get back home again.

      What if I was stuck in this world of petticoats and frilly lace forever? In that moment, I felt I’d give up all the adventures in the world just to see my family again. It was all I could do to squeeze my eyes shut and pray it wasn’t too late.
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      The next morning, I didn’t say a word to Sophia of the worrying questions crowding my mind.  She was to go straight after breakfast into the King’s hearing, and I could tell she was anxious. I would have to wait and wonder the morning away on my own and pray for the best, meanwhile trying not to think about Tom Tippery or let the hundred what-ifs in the back of my brain get the better of me.

      Over breakfast, I tried to focus on helping Sophia prepare for the frightening task of speaking with the King. “Do you think you’ll be able to speak privately with the King, so you can say it was Master Van Hoebeek without him listening in and denying it?”

      She shook her head. “It is not likely. But I shall not let Master Van Hoebeek intimidate me. I shall not even look in his direction when I speak to the King.”  Violently ripping her bread roll in half, she added, “Truth will prevail.” Neither of us had much appetite for breakfast, but at least it was something to do while we waited for Sophia’s summons … and the bread was proving a good outlet for Sophia’s anger.

      “If only we knew why Master Van Hoebeek wanted the Earl dead,” I said for the tenth time, attacking my boiled egg with my knife.

      “Yes, if only.” Sophia sighed. “I have thought and thought and can think of no reason he should wish to kill his patron.”

      “Still,” — I tried to sound hopeful — “he is so obviously guilty. The King would have to be an idiot not to see it.”

      A rap at the door made us both start. Nurse Joan had come for Sophia.

      “Will the Countess be present?” Sophia asked, doing her best to sound confident.

      Nurse Joan sniffed. “My Lady the Countess is unwell and keeps to her bedchamber.”

      Sophia closed her eyes, took a deep breath and let it out again. When she opened her eyes, we both smiled weakly, each trying to reassure the other. She stood, dusted off her skirts, and followed Nurse Joan into the corridor. The door closed, and the torturous wait began.

      I tried to sit still by the fire and read The Hound of the Baskervilles, but every little creak of a floorboard or crack of the fire made me look up and lose my place. Not to mention the drama of Sherlock Holmes had become somewhat overshadowed by my own, real life ordeal.

      I had finally given up reading and was lying curled up on the velvet sofa with my eyes closed when the door creaked open. It was Sophia at last. I bolted upright, dying for the news, but I could see straight away from her flushed cheeks that things had not gone as we’d hoped.

      The words came out so flat they might have been an automated recording. “Master Van Hoebeek is gone.”

      “Gone? But where … how did he leave without the King’s guards knowing?”

      “The King gave him leave to go. Apparently the master” — she said the word with mocking disdain — “had an important commission from the Dutch Court and could not be detained another day.”

      “But then it’s obvious, isn’t it? He’s hit the road before anyone could find evidence that he’s the murderer. Did you tell the King about the blank canvas?”

      Sophia plopped down on the couch beside me and stared into the fire. I was startled to see her usually keen and sparkling eyes so empty of hope. “I tried to tell him, but he gave me no ear. His verdict was made before I even spoke. His own obsessive fear that witches are plotting his ruin has blinded him to any other possibility than that Frederick is guilty of conspiring with one.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. My blood was boiling with the injustice of it all. “But what evidence is there other than the testimonies of a fake painter and a frightened girl?”

      “That is the worst part.” Sophia’s face was still as stone, but for the first time since all this had begun, a tear tumbled down her cheek to fall into her open hand. “The guards have found a witch’s herb bag and curse-summoning marks on the floor in Frederick’s dressing chamber.”

      Both my hands flew up to cover my gaping mouth. “But how … ?” Then I remembered. “Oh wait … ” I snapped my fingers as another piece clicked in place. “I know how! Just before the banquet, just after Digby joined you in the Royal Apartments, I had another run in with Master Van Hoebeek, and he was just outside Frederick’s room. He planted that evidence while everyone else was busy getting ready for the banquet!”

      Another tear followed the first into Sophia’s hand. “Oh Katie, it all makes so much sense! But what good will it do? The King has determined to send Frederick, or Digby rather, to be tried as a nobleman at the Tower of London. And poor Bessy will hang right here at the Manor unless her confession can save her. So you see, she’s bound to confess the very lie Master Van Hoebeek made her proclaim to all the Court. Telling the truth now might cost her her life.”

      I couldn’t deny that this was a true predicament. What would the testimony of two little girls count for if everyone else confirmed that Frederick was guilty … unless we could persuade others of the truth. “Isn’t there anyone here who will listen to you? What about the Queen? She’s your aunt, right? Won’t she speak to the King for you?”

      Sophia stroked Tannia’s head as if she were trying to rub off some luck. “Queen Anne did not attend the hearings. I think …” She swallowed, and continued in a hollow voice. “A queen must choose her connections very carefully. If my family should become disgraced in this matter, she would not wish to remind anyone of our connection.”

      “But that’s terrible!” I protested. “Well then who else will listen? The Countess?”

      Another tear fell as she shook her head. “Nurse Joan says the Countess is indisposed ever since watching her husband die in front of her. No one can see her. However,” — she laid a finger to her cheek, thinking — “there is someone who could speak for us. The Earl’s younger brother, Baron Buckville, has sent word. He arrives today to see to the Earl’s affairs. As the Earl’s ward and heir, Frederick should be the one, of course. But now it falls to the next in line.”

      “The Baron. Oh, you mean Mr Fancy Pants!”

      Sophia gave me a pondering look.

      “I mean, yes. I’ve seen the Baron’s portrait. Well that’s something. Surely the Earl’s own brother will help us, won’t he?”

      “I am not so certain. Lord Buckville and the Baron were not on good terms. I do not know the particulars; the Earl and Countess rarely spoke of him. But when they did, they used their own name for him.”

      “What was that?” I asked, puzzled.

      “Baron Black Sheep.”

      “Black Sheep? Why?”

      “I suppose because his family are ashamed of him. He is a hard, greedy sort of man, I think. There is tale that he drove his first wife to the grave so that he could sell her lands for profit. I know for certain that he fell out of favour with Queen Elizabeth and felt cheated when she bestowed this house on his brother.”

      “Why is he coming here then? If he and the Earl never spoke, it seems strange that he would be the one to settle the Earl’s affairs.”

      “Yes, but with Frederick in prison, the Baron is the closest kinsman. It may be he means to marry the Countess. She is wealthy and respected by all the Court. She would restore him to the Crown’s good graces. It is a good match for him.”

      “But for her?” I asked.

      Sophia huffed. “I would have to be out of my wits to marry a man my own husband loathed. But for all we know, she may be out of her wits.” Sophia’s shoulders drooped. She looked so tired. It was one of those rare moments when I remembered that under the gowns and elegant manners, she was just a girl my own age, though an extraordinarily brave girl. Seeing my friend look so helpless, my resolve to help her in her hour of need burbled up again.

      “Well then there’s hope, isn’t there? Even if the Baron is hard and greedy, if he wants to impress the Countess, then surely he’ll help her ward! We’ve got to try. When does he come?”

      Another knock at the door made us both look up. It was Tatty. She curtseyed before giving her announcement. “Baron Buckville has just arrived, Mistress. Says he wishes to speak to you and offer you his service.”

      “Thank you, Tatty,” Sophia said, wiping her eyes with her handkerchief and straightening up to sit tall once again. “Tell him I’ll come as soon as I am composed.”

      “But Mistress,” Tatty whispered. “He’s here. In the corridor.” She gestured wildly with her head as if to make sure we got the message.

      “He is?” Sophia sounded taken aback. She stood and shook out her skirts, and I followed her example. “Very well, Tatty. I am ready for him.”

      But I don’t think either of us was truly ready for the Baron. A slow and heavy clacking of heels against the corridor floorboards announced his coming and, for what reason I don’t know, made me hug my stomach to stop it fluttering. Tatty bowed low as the tower of a man stepped over the threshold. I followed Sophia’s lead and curtseyed, catching a glimpse of the pom-pom shoes I’d laughed at in the Baron’s portrait.

      But I did not dare so much as snigger in the presence of the real Baron. He seemed to fill the room from the moment he entered it. Sure, his clothes were still ridiculously frilly. But now, in person, he looked more like a proud panther than a poodle.

      The Baron surveyed the room with a look of disinterest before his pitch dark eyes ever landed on us. He did not say anything at first, but merely stroked his pointed goatee and examined us down his long, hawk-like nose. After an uncomfortable few seconds, the ends of his moustache curled up and he tilted his head in a bow, extending one silk-stockinged leg at the same time. “Mistress Sophia, it is my privilege to present myself to you, Baron Roger Buckville of Chudleigh, your late guardian’s brother.” His voice was deep but cold. “How regrettable we should meet under such … tragic circumstances.” He paused for a short moment, then continued. “As your elder brother is most inopportunely confined and awaiting trial, I have taken upon myself the oversight of Otterly Manor …”

      “And the Countess?” Sophia broke in.

      “Ah.” His face turned seamlessly tragic. “I fear the Countess is most unwell. I have offered her my assistance here, and she has most gratefully accepted it.”

      Sophia shot me a sideways glance. So her suspicions were true. The Baron did mean to marry the Countess. She turned back and made a little curtsey. “We thank you for your service during this trying time, sir.”

      “Yes.” The Baron smiled coldly before wandering over to the window, clacking with each step and stroking his beard. “My lady, in light of last night’s distressing events, the Countess is fearful for your safety.” He reached the middle of the room and spun around. “I promised her I would keep a close watch over you. And so, in honour of my promise, you shall henceforth be attended by maids from my own household, well-bred girls whom I know that I can trust.” His eyes wandered over to me as he pronounced the word trust. “Also, you will attend the King’s audience with me. After all,” — he stepped closer — “you are nearly of an age to attend Court yourself. I shall await you in the gallery while you prepare yourself.”

      Sophia was as composed as a statue, but I could tell the Baron gave her the creeps as much as he did me. “And what of Katherine? My lady-in-waiting will, of course, attend with me?”

      “Sophia,” — the Baron raised an arrogant eyebrow — “it is time you prepared yourself to be a lady at Court and gave up your childhood companions.” This time he looked at me directly and smiled his frosty smile. “Surely my own ladies will be company enough for you.”

      “Thank you, but I will not sleep if Katherine is not beside me. I will surely be awakened by night terrors remembering the poor Earl’s death.”

      The Baron’s smile had become more of a grimace by now. It dawned on me that, under all the polite chit-chat, he and Sophia were locked in a battle of wills, and I was in the middle of the crossfire. Sophia had understood the high stakes before I did. If she lost, the Baron would separate us.

      He was losing his patience. With sharpness, he replied, “One of my ladies will be your bed companion from now on. They are of worthy breeding as befits a lady of your rank.”

      Sophia’s chin rose a bit higher. She reached out to clasp my hand. “I’d rather have Katherine, thank you.”

      The Baron did not even pretend to smile anymore. He ground his teeth together, making his pointy, bearded chin wiggle in agitation. “Mistress Sophia, I may have failed to mention that I have certain … connections that might persuade the King to offer your brother exile rather than execution. Frederick may even be able to return to Germany.” He took a step closer so that he was peering down his nose at Sophia. “But all that depends entirely on your cooperation.”

      Like a warrior, Sophia held his gaze. “What connections do you have? I thought you were out of favour at Court.”

      His yellow teeth flashed in a snarl, but he composed himself, tugging at his lacy collar. “Let me make myself quite clear, mademoiselle. Do as I bid you. Your brother’s life depends upon it.”

      I could feel Sophia’s heart beating through her hand. She stood frozen in a staring contest with the Baron for several seconds; then, defeated, she let out a heavy breath and my hand dropped to my side.

      “Good girl.” The Baron’s cold smile returned. He held out his arm and waited for her to take it. Only when they’d reached the door did she look over her shoulder with the sorrow-filled eyes I had first seen in her portrait.  Tannia padded dutifully across the floor to Sophia’s heel. The door closed behind her, the Baron’s heels clacked away down the corridor, and I was alone.
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      Nobody ever tells you about the water maid in history class. It’s all kings and politicians, scientists and artists, and sometimes playwrights. But if ever I were to become a history teacher, I would devote a whole class, maybe even a whole chapter to the water maid. I don’t think anybody in the history of England worked harder. And I should know. I’ve been one.

      Not a quarter of an hour after the Baron swept Sophia away, just when I thought it could get no worse, the last person I wanted to see in the world appeared at the door: Nurse Joan.

      “The Baron has appointed new ladies-in-waiting to the Mistress,” she said, looking as close to happy as I’d seen her. “I am to show you to your new quarters and then instruct you in your new duties.” I didn’t like the sound of that. I had never doubted for a minute that Nurse Joan, for whatever superstitious reasons of her own, wanted me out of Otterly Manor. If only she’d known at that moment how much I wanted out of it too, to get out of this dreadful predicament and back into my own life. But of course I didn’t tell her that. I didn’t say a word. I collected up my few things from around the room — my book, notebook and Oscar’s sling and tennis ball — stuffed them all into my backpack and readied myself to follow her to my new quarters.

      Nurse Joan eyed my backpack as if I kept a baby python inside of it. I suppose she thought my belongings as strange and threatening as she thought I was, with my devil-kissed hair; but I hardly bothered just then what she thought. I held my chin up high, the way Sophia did when she faced challenges. How could even you make the most of this situation, Sophia? How I wished I could ask her.

      I nearly had to run to keep up with Nurse Joan’s soldier-like march as she led me along the Portrait Gallery. At the end of it, instead of turning right to take the Great Staircase, she turned left to face the panelled wall, laid her hands against one of the panels, and pushed. It gave a creak and opened. Just like the secret door the Green Man guarded, the hinges were invisible so that you’d never detect a door hidden in the woodwork. Behind the panel was a steep, winding staircase lit by candles on little ledges.

      Nurse Joan stopped at the top of the stairs. With the candlelight gleaming in her hawk eyes, she looked as menacing as an old hag. “You will use the servant’s stairs from now on,” she said, then lifted her skirt and started down — clop, clop, clop — step after step until at last we reached the dark, cold bottom which led into a narrow corridor. It amazed me to think that I’d not even seen half of this enormous hive of a house. Normally on a tour of an old house, I find the servants’ quarters interesting; but I had a horrible sinking feeling about them now, with Nurse Joan as my guide.

      No decorations had been wasted on this hidden part of the house. Plain walls and stone floors were good enough for the workers. The right wall of the corridor was lined with plain, wooden doors, evenly spaced. Nurse Joan stopped in front of one of the doors, turned a squeaky wooden doorknob, and pushed it open. The small, grey room was dark and cold. The only light came from a narrow window too high up to see out of.  There was no furniture, only three straw beds tucked into the room’s cobwebby corners.

      “Tatty sleeps here and Elinor there.” She made sharp gestures with her head towards two of the straw beds, then turned towards the corner with the third bed. “That one is yours.”

      My throat tightened up with a hard lump growing in it; but I tried with all my might not to let my face give away what I was feeling. Compared to the red bedchamber with its ever-crackling fire, latticed windows with views of the park, and downy-soft bed, this room felt like a chicken coop.

      “Well don’t just stand there gawking!” Nurse Joan barked. “Put away your things and change your clothes. The work won’t wait!” She shoved a bundle of fabric into my chest and slammed the door.

      Thankfully she waited outside while I changed. I needed the privacy to take a few deep breaths to hold back the tears that were forcing their way up to freedom. I took off my fine, blue dress and pulled on a scratchy pair of woollen tights and a brown linen frock. Thankfully it buttoned up the front, and I was able to get it on myself without asking Nurse Joan for help. Finally, I tied on my apron and snuggled my precious few belongings down into the straw mattress. I will make the most of this. I will. I promised silently as if Sophia could hear me, or maybe it was my mum I spoke to. How I wished she were there instead of the prickly old woman tapping her foot impatiently outside the door.

      Only when we reached the end of the corridor and came into the kitchens did I understand where in the house we were. One side of the kitchens led into the Buttery which was just off the Great Hall. The other end opened out into kitchen gardens, the brewery and — I suddenly remembered from the plaque in the window — the manor’s jail! Which meant I was within yards of Digby and Bessy’s cells. But the working part of the house crawled with servants like an ant farm. I’d never be able to try to speak to them without someone seeing me.

      “Listen well, girl. You’ll take your orders from Mary Hayes, Head Kitchen Matron.”

      A round woman with a few extra chins bustled over from the big blob of dough she’d been kneading. She looked me over as she wiped her fat, floury hands on her apron, nodding a bit frantically. “She’ll do, maam.”

      “You are answerable to Mary,” Nurse Joan continued, clearly enjoying every moment of putting me in my place now that Sophia was not there to stand up to her. “Shirk your duties and Mary will report to me, and I will report directly to the Baron. Am I understood?”

      I nodded, afraid that my voice would crack if I spoke.

      “Good,” was all she said before swooshing past me. I would have breathed a sigh of relief to hear her clopping footsteps retreat down the corridor, but Mary Hayes didn’t give me the chance.

      She was a woman of few words, although when she did speak, she bellowed and commanded immediate action. “Water,” she boomed, then waddled over to where a wooden beam with two buckets attached to ropes on either end was leaning against the kitchen wall. “Put this on.” She lifted the thing like it weighed the same as a toothpick; but when she set it down on my shoulders, I nearly toppled over from the unexpected weight. “Fill both pails in the river. Bottom of the hill, near the mill. Make haste!”

      I didn’t have a clue how to get to the river, or that the Manor even had a mill. But Mary Hayes didn’t seem in a mood for questions, so I wobbled away, turning sideways to fit through the door. Once in the kitchen gardens, I shifted the beam on my shoulders so that I could get my balance. I had to ask three servants for directions before feeling confident I could find the mill. The first was a gardener who just said, “Bottom of the hill,” and carried on cutting his lettuces. I knew of only one hill, the one Pop had driven up that day that seemed an age away; so I headed around to the front of the house, taking stock of the two royal guards outside the jail as I passed.

      When I got to the front of the house, I realised the ground sloped away in every direction. The river could be any which way, and I wasn’t about to trudge down the wrong hill with that ox yoke on my shoulders. I asked a servant threshing hay, who at least pointed in a particular direction. Many heavy steps later, I asked another servant grazing pigs under the trees who told me I was not half an hour from the mill, which made me want to throw off the yoke, sit down and wallow with the pigs.

      I had no idea Otterly Park was so massive! It must have covered half the county of Kent! About half an hour later, after winding through tall bracken and dense forest, I finally spotted something at the bottom of the hill which I thought must be the mill at last. But when I got closer, I saw it was just the wheel of an old abandoned wagon all overgrown with ivy vines. I sat down on a rock to wipe the sweat out of my eyes before  carrying on. Quite soon after, I finally came to the river and followed it to the mill where men were hauling stalks of wheat and big burlap sacks. I found a little path down the bank and dipped my buckets into the current, one then the other. When I stood again, my legs shook beneath me.

      I’m quite strong from years of riding, but the walk up that hill under the weight of all that water, trying desperately to keep it from sloshing out, was without a doubt the hardest work I have ever done. When I had climbed high enough to see Otterly Manor’s battlements above the tree line, I was so relieved that I didn’t notice the wagon rut in the mud. I tripped, throwing out my hands to brace my fall. Before I could stop it, the beam slipped off my shoulder and both buckets turned on their sides. I just sat in the newly made mud, huffing and puffing and sniffling for several minutes. But at the end of them, there was only one thing to do. Back down the hill.

      At last, I triumphantly laid those two buckets of water at Mary Hayes’s feet, only to receive a disapproving look. “What took you so long?” She grabbed the buckets from me, and I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when she emptied them into a big stone bowl and said, “Another two trips should do it.”

      

      By the time I crawled onto my straw mattress that night, I was too tired even to mind its scratchiness or to miss the goose down pillow I’d grown used to. In fact, I was too tired to think about or feel anything at all except for my aching shoulders, back and legs. I was glad Tatty and Elinor were already asleep on their own mats; they wouldn’t hear me groan as I tried — and failed — to get comfortable so I could fall into wonderful oblivion. Despite the cramps all over my body, sleep pulled me under in no time. I dreamt I was doggy paddling in a giant bucket of water. Someone was knocking from the outside, someone trying to get in to rescue me. I kept paddling. The someone kept knocking, a little harder, a little harder …

      I opened my eyes. The knock came again, on the bedroom door. Tatty was up with a shawl around her shoulders. She opened the door just a crack, letting a beam of quivering candlelight spill in. A man’s hushed voice spoke, “Is one Katherine Watson within?”

      Tatty squinted into the darkness, unsure whether I was or wasn’t; but by that time I had hopped up onto my aching legs and shuffled across the straw-covered floor. “I’m Katherine Watson.”

      The young porter lowered his voice so as Tatty wouldn’t overhear. “I’m ordered to deliver this urgent message into your hand.”

      I took the sealed paper and flipped it over. “Who is it from?”

      He licked his lips, his eyes darting up and down the dark corridor. “The sender bids you read the message without delay. I believe her … or his name, as it may be, is enclosed within.”

      I felt a little silly for asking him who the message was from as it was obviously secret. Sherlock Holmes would never make such a blunder. “Thank you. I shall read it at once,” I told him, trying to sound more professional.

      I took the note back to bed and waited to hear Tatty’s breathing turn slow and even again before opening it. Holding it in the pale puddle of moonlight from the high window, I read:

      
        
        Katie,

        How I hope and pray you are well. The Baron has his eye on me nearly every second, and when he does not, his ladies do. Tomorrow is the King’s hunt. The Baron will join him. I will be expected to stand with the other ladies at the front of the house to bid them luck, then I shall try to slip away unnoticed. If you are able, wait for me in the hayloft  at 8 o’clock.

        My thoughts and prayers are with you!

        Your Friend,

        Sophia

        

        I folded up the letter and clasped it in my hands all the night long as if holding on to lost hope.
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      Long before the summer sun woke the next morning, I was awakened by a gentle hand shaking my shoulder. My eyes opened and focused on Elinor kneeling over me.

      “Best be getting dressed and to the kitchens, miss.”

      “Thank you, Elinor.” I wearily pushed myself up to my elbow, wincing at the pain in my shoulders. Only then did I remember. The note! I sat upright, feeling frantically around my mattress for it. My hand brushed against it under my woollen blanket and I let out a breath of relief. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Tatty and Elinor, but one mention of that note to Nurse Joan and the Baron might decide to relocate me to the pigsty next.

      I stuck the parchment in between the pages of The Hound of the Baskervilles and tucked the book down into my apron. That note would be my lucky charm, reminding me to endure the next three hours knowing that I’d be able to speak to Sophia at the end of them. What we’d be able to come up with to help fix the seemingly hopeless situation remained a looming question. But at least we’d be able to think with our heads together, and that was better than going it alone.

      

      The kitchen staff had breakfast in the Great Hall very early, before the rest of the household servants. I slid into one of the long tables and ladled some gloopy white stuff into my bowl. The others were sopping it up with chunks of yesterday’s bread. When I tried to do the same, I found the bread was rock hard; my jaw ached after the first bite. But I had to eat it. Otherwise I’d fall over dead on my trudge up the hill with the water pails and never see Sophia. That would be simply too tragic. So I took another bite and, as I chewed it to death, looked around the room for some distraction.

      Memories of the banquet played out in front of me: Digby’s flushed face as he twirled me around the dance floor; laughing with Sophia when the jester grabbed one of the servers and whirled her around… But all that was overshadowed by bitterness now. The Weird Sisters’ chant, the horrible scream, the King’s blank eyes, Master Van Hoebeek … I stared at the dais, remembering the whole, horrible drama.

      To my horror, my eyes met the dark, swarthy gaze of the Baron’s portrait. Why did that stupid painting have to follow me everywhere? There it hung in the centre of the wall behind the High Table, right where the Earl’s had been, in the place of honour. The Baron must have taken offence when he found his portrait hanging in a corner and had it moved to the Great Hall. Master Van Hoebeek sure would be pleased, I thought with a twist in my stomach. It was just like he had said it would be. That was odd, actually. How could he have known?

      That one question sparked my bleary mind into action. Could it be that Master Van Hoebeek had planned for the Baron to take over Otterly Manor the whole time? Could that be the reason he murdered the Earl? Sophia had said that after Frederick, the Baron was next in line to inherit Otterly Manor …  which meant that by framing Frederick as the murderer, Master Van Hoebeek had cunningly paved the way for the Baron to steal Frederick’s place. That would explain the phoney painter’s mysterious comments about returning the Baron’s portrait to it’s rightful place … It would also mean that the Baron was the true mastermind behind the Earl’s murder. Master Van Hoebeek might only have played the part of hitman.

      It all made perfect sense, except for one lingering question: what did Master Van Hoebeek gain in return for doing the Baron’s dirty work? As I stewed over my newest theory, it struck me just how similar it all was to The Hound of the Baskervilles: the greedy relative willing to murder his own family to get at their inheritance while blaming the murders on superstitious beliefs. Except that in the book, Roger Baskerville committed the murders himself, dressed in a disguise. Only when Sherlock Holmes sees Roger Baskerville’s portrait does he make the connection between him and the murderer.

      A funny feeling swept over me like a wave. Unaware of all the eyes watching me, I stood up and walked the full length of the Great Hall in a sort of daze. I’m sure the other kitchen staff thought I’d lost it. I didn’t stop at the dais, but stepped up and walked around the table, my eyes glued all the while on the Baron’s portrait. I stared right into those coal-dark eyes as if challenging the Baron to a glaring contest. Then I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to paint a mental picture of Master Van Hoebeek. I wanted to remember his eyes, but all I could see in my mind was that great, black woolly beard that looked like sheep’s wool. My eyes opened and I mouthed the words that sprung to my mind like a magic spell: Black Sheep.

      I couldn’t believe what I was looking at. It had been a disguise all along, and not even a very good one! How had I not seen it? No one had a real beard like that! It didn’t even match the straight, brown wig he’d worn under his hat. But now I could picture the whole face. The long, hawk nose. The dark, hungry eyes when he’d been looking at the Baron’s, or rather his own portrait. Master Van Hoebeek was not just a hitman. He was the Baron himself. And now he had control of Otterly Manor.

      I reached out my hand to grab the nearest chair back. The room had started spinning with the shock of my discovery. I felt seasick. And at that very moment, a bell rang out, Mary Hayes calling all hands to the kitchen. I walked in a sort of stupor, my heart thudding in my head. How badly I wanted to tell someone, anyone, the truth I had just uncovered and expose the Baron for the murderer he truly was! Here they all were, hundreds of servants working around the clock to serve the man who had just murdered their master and would soon murder his heir. But I knew I couldn’t say a word, not yet. It would take every drop of my willpower to wait for eight o’clock when I could finally tell Sophia.
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      I carried my pails of water with extra umph that morning, hardly minding the ache in my shoulders. All that mattered was that I got back before the hunt set out, before eight o’clock.

      The clock on top of the gatehouse tower chimed a quarter to eight just as I neared the house. I hurried to the kitchen to give Mary Hayes my pails, expecting her to send me back out for the second trip as she had done the day before. My heart sank when, after emptying my pails into the big stone bowl, she propped the yoke against the wall. “That’ll do for now. You’ll help Anna knead the pastry. The Baron will want his game roasted up into pies the minute he’s back from the hunt.”

      Panic blinded me. But I knew if I argued, Mary would turn right around and report me to Nurse Joan, and then I’d really be in pickle. They’d probably put me in the stocks or something. So I gulped, nodded and drifted over to the large table where a wispy maid was pounding a lump of dough with her fist.

      “Are you well, love?” she asked when she noticed me standing there like a ghost beside her. “You’re pale as a spectre!”

      “I’m not feeling so well, actually,” I said, my mind firing up again. “I think it may be a fever.”

      Anna’s eyes got big and she took a step backward. “Not the pox, I hope. Lord save us! Why don’t you go out to the garden to catch a breath of fresh air? You can pick some sprigs of rosemary and sage from the herb patch while you’re about it.”

      “But Mary Hayes said—”

      “Never mind that.” Anna shooed me with her floury hand. “Barty will help me with the pastry. Go on.”

      The relief I felt made me almost dizzy. I couldn’t believe the old “get-out-of-school-sick” trick had worked its charm! I could’ve thrown my arms around Anna, but considering she feared I was pox-infested, I made a beeline for the door instead while Mary Hayes had her back turned.

      The garden was fairly quiet this morning as many of the servants were sending off the hunt. I glanced around to be sure no one watched me, then ran for it as fast as my aching legs would move.

      The stables bustled with grooms polishing spurs or saddling up the fastest stallions for the hunters. But most of the noise came from the hitching post where five or six men darted around a huge black horse with ropes and whips. It was Vagabond, and he was most definitely in what my mother would have called a “contrary mood”. He reared up and gave a wild whinny, then crashed down stamping his hooves as if he meant to crush the grooms to smithereens just like his unfortunate pigeon victims.  One man tried to throw a saddle on the furious horse’s back while another two held ropes attached to either side of his bridle which they pulled hard, trying to keep him still. But each time the man with the saddle got close enough to attempt to toss it over Vagabond’s back, the horse reared again, throwing the whole lot into confusion.

      “That horse has a demon. I told the Earl as much when he took him off my guard. But he was determined to try and break him.” My heart jumped into my throat. It was King James who spoke, and standing beside him between the stalls just a stone’s throw in front of me was the Baron! I had been so distracted watching Vagabond’s protest, I hadn’t even noticed them standing there in their hunting coats and boots with muskets slung over their shoulders.

      “My late brother thought himself, as with most things, a superior horseman,” the Baron answered, then shouted out to the grooms, “Put the animal away. I shall have him exterminated on the morrow to make way for a tame beast.”

      I had to bite my tongue to keep from erupting with the “No!” that welled up in my chest. The next second, I jumped behind a pile of straw when a woman’s melodious voice with an accent that was not quite English rang out from behind, causing the King and the Baron to turn around and look at the very spot I had stood watching only seconds before.

      “Are you still not ready, my lords? The entire household has assembled to see us off. The dogs are howling with eagerness. If we do not make haste, every deer in the park will have taken cover ere we set out!” It was the Queen, already in the saddle of a beautiful chestnut mare. Through bits of straw, I could see the red plume on her tall hat and the skirt of her dark green riding dress draped over her horse’s side.

      “You are right, as always, my love,” the King answered. “Baron, would you care to select another horse? One perchance with a less murderous temper?”

      The Baron responded with a smarmy laugh. The grooms wrestled Vagabond back to his stall while other grooms led out a horse saddled with red and gold tassels, obviously meant for the King. Meanwhile, the Baron ordered another horse for himself. Once the new horse was brought, the two men mounted and trotted out to meet the Queen. I heard the shouts of “Huzzah!” and dogs barking, which signalled they’d cantered to the front of the house for their sendoff. This would be the moment for Sophia to slip away unnoticed.

      I needed to get to the hayloft quickly, but there was something I had to do first. I knew if I got caught, it would jeopardise everything, but I couldn’t ignore what I’d just overheard. I had to rescue Vagabond if I could, though I didn’t have a clue how I was going to do it.

      Checking the coast was clear, I jumped up from my hiding spot and scampered with my head down past the row of horses’ stalls, right to the very last one. Crouched down beside the stall door, I could hear Vagabond’s agitated snorts. Suddenly he kicked the door so hard it knocked against the side of my head. I saw stars and the old feeling of panic started to take hold. No. Not this time. With clenched fists and gritted teeth, I pushed against the weight of panic and stood up, eye to eye with Vagabond. We stared at each other, both breathing hard. “I’m going to help you,” I said, as if I had a plan. I could just see in his eye that he understood I was on his side. Before I knew what was happening, he lowered his enormous head and brushed his nose against my hair. I couldn’t move, not until I heard a whisper from behind. “Katie! Mistress Katie!”

      I swung around to see Jack Hornsby shouldering a load of hay. He dumped it at his feet and gestured for me to come closer. “What are you doing in here? ’T’ain’t safe.”

      “I’m supposed to be meeting Sophia in the hayloft,” I explained.

      Jack looked confused by that, then looked down at the clothes I was wearing. “What’s the situation in the house? I see you’ve been made a kitchen wench.”

      “It’s not good, Jack. Sophia has become the Baron’s prisoner. I’m never allowed to see her, but she’s going to try and meet me while all the fuss is going on around the hunt.”

      “Good. I’ll do my best to keep any prying ears away from the hayloft, then. I want you to give your mistress a message: Frederick is safe.”

      “Where?” I asked eagerly.

      Jack glanced around. “I mustn’t tell. Not even you, as it would only compromise your safety. But I will say this. He’s been hidden not so far away, and in the last place anyone would think to look for him. But he is sorely tempted to give himself up to rescue Digby from hanging in his place.” He glanced around again. “If Mistress Sophia could send a word to persuade him not to do so foolish a thing, I’d be that grateful.”

      “Coming or not, Jack? King’s sounding the horn,” one of the grooms shouted, making me duck down.

      “I must go,” Jack said. “You will speak to Mistress Sophia, won’t you?”

      I promised I would. Jack nodded his thanks, and hurried off before I could say a word.

      “Jack, wait!” I whisper-shouted after him. I smiled with relief when his tawny head turned to look over his shoulder, his eyebrows raised in a question. “Sorry. It’s just … Vagabond. We have to help him, or the Baron’s going to … you know. Can’t you do something?”

      He drew in a breath through his clenched teeth and squinted in thought. “I’ll about try, Mistress. Now you best get on up to that loft before you’re seen.” And with a nod, he vanished.

      

      The hayloft provided the perfect view of the hunting party. From the loft’s open door, I watched the Queen waving a handkerchief at the crowds. The Baron sat tall and as proud as a peacock beside her. The King raised his horn and blew. Off the dogs bolted with ear-splitting yelps while the hunters kicked the horses and galloped after them. At the front of the crowd, finely dressed ladies waved handkerchiefs and giggled together. There was no sign of the Countess, but there was a girl with a shawl over her head threading her way through the crowd of servants, away from the giggling ladies-in-waiting. She was heading for the stables with a great grey dog on her heels. It was Sophia!

      A minute later I heard her footsteps on the ladder and ran to the door to give her a hand up. We laughed with relief and hugged each other.

      “Oh Katie!” she plopped down on a hay bale to catch her breath. “Thank heavens we made it without getting caught! Though I fear our time may be cut short at any minute.”

      “I have so much to tell you!” I said. Now I could finally speak to someone, I couldn’t hold it back another second, and I blurted, “The Baron murdered Lord Buckville.”

      Sophia’s eyebrows knitted together. “But the Baron wasn’t here until after the Banquet …”

      “But Master Van Hoebeek was.” How I wanted her to see it as clearly as I did.

      “You mean to say you believe the Baron hired Master Van Hoebeek to kill the Earl?”

      “No. I believe the Baron is Master Van Hoebeek. He killed the Earl himself.” And I dived right into my explanation: the conversation I’d had with Master Van Hoebeek over the Baron’s painting, the sudden appearance of the portrait in place of the Earl’s, just as Van Hoebeek had predicted, the sheep’s wool beard which was now so obviously a fake.

      Sophia’s cheeks became more and more flushed with anger as I spoke. When I’d finished, she snapped, “To think that stupid disguise pulled the wool over all our eyes! Master Van Hoebeek always gave me such an uneasy feeling. And his Dutch accent did sound very peculiar. How could I not see it before?” She pounded her fists on her knees.

      “Nobody could have seen it. I only worked it out because of Sherlock Holmes … I mean, my book.”

      “Thank God for Sherlock Holmes, Katie. And thank God for you! But now I must tell you some terrible news which is even more terrible after what you’ve just told me.”

      I gulped. “Could anything be more terrible than things already are?”

      “I fear they can.” Sophia took a trembling breath to steady herself. I’d never seen her quite so shaken. “Last night the Baron called me to his chambers. He gave me an emerald necklace and told me it was a wedding present.”

      “A wedding present?” Now I was completely confused. “Whose wedding?”

      “Mine.”

      I went from confused to dumbfounded. Sophia looked like she might be sick, but she bravely carried on. “The Baron never meant to marry the Countess. He wants much more than Otterly Manor and the Countess’s lands. His plan was always to marry me and ally himself with the English and German Courts.”

      “But you’re only a girl!” I squealed. “How can he marry a child?”

      “According to our laws, I am nearly a woman, and old enough to be betrothed to a man. He says that the Countess has already agreed to the marriage, and it will take place immediately on the morrow so that the King and Queen can attend before the Court leaves Otterly Manor.”

      I felt the gruel I’d forced down that morning wanting to come back up. “But surely you don’t have to marry him! You can say no …”

      “That is the worst part.” She grabbed my hand and clenched it. “The Baron made it unmistakably clear that if I refuse to marry him, there will be no way of saving Frederick. He said the necklace was only a token. The real wedding gift will be my brother’s life. If I say no, Bessy will be hanged and Digby will be taken immediately to the Tower. His execution will take place just after the wedding tomorrow.”

      I was speechless and shivering uncontrollably.

      Sophia’s voice was hollow again. “This was the Baron’s plot all along. He’s orchestrated it perfectly, and there is nothing to be done about it. But at least there is something I can do. At least two innocent lives needn’t be lost.”

      “No.” I found my voice and looked Sophia in the eye. “You can’t do it. You can’t let that conniving murderer win.”

      “He won’t win. Not entirely. After all, Frederick is still out there somewhere. If only I knew where! I have been praying he has escaped to make his way home to Germany. Our papa would raise an army, though it could mean our alliance with the English Court will be broken forever, and I will be lost to my family. Still—”

      “I almost forgot!” I interrupted. “I just spoke with Jack Hornsby. He says Frederick is hidden somewhere nearby, though he wouldn’t tell me where, and he’s thinking of giving himself up to save Digby.”

      “He mustn’t! Jack must see that he is chained up before letting him do a thing like that!”

      “I’m afraid if he hears the Baron is forcing you to marry him, your brother would break through even the strongest chains.”

      Sophia pressed her palms together as if in prayer. “If only I could speak to him and beg him to take cover until he can return unseen to Germany! I can bear my marriage. I could not bear my brother’s death.”

      My mind was racing again, groping for a solution, any solution! “Maybe I could speak to Frederick. If I could just persuade Jack to tell me his hiding place …”

      “No, Katie.” Sophia switched into her firm motherly self just like that.

      “Why not?”

      “I didn’t want to say anything about it because the thought was too terrible, but before you discovered Master Van Hoebeek’s true identity, when we thought he really was the murderer and had fled, I was worried that Tom might have fled with him, possibly never to return. That you might … well … ”

      “Be stuck here forever?” I finished for her.

      She gave a solemn nod. “But now we know all of that was a tale, and the Baron is still right here at Otterly Manor. I believe Tom is very likely near as well. He wouldn’t go far when the Baron has his daughter captive.” She clasped my arm and looked firmly into my eyes. “Katie, you must find him and persuade him to send you home immediately. Life here under the Baron’s control has become far too dangerous. Look at your hands.” She turned over my palm, rope-burned from hauling water the day before. “You shouldn’t have to suffer like this.”

      I pulled back my hand. One thing Sophia and I had in common was our stubborn streaks. I wouldn’t be so easily outdone. “Forget it, Sophia. I can’t, I won’t just leave you all in this muddle, even if I do find Tom. You said we have to make the most of our circumstances. Well you were right. I’ve come here for a reason, and I’m going to make the most of it by helping you and Frederick, and Digby and Bessy if I can.”

      Sophia gave me a wary look like she wanted to protest. But she had also given me an idea.

      “Actually,” — I tapped my lips, thinking — “you’re right about Tom.”

      “So you’ll look for him? You’ll ask him to send you home?”

      “I’ll look for him, but what I’ll ask him for is help. Like you said, the Baron has his daughter imprisoned. He can’t have wanted to help a man like that. And yet … ”

      “He’s been a part of the Baron’s schemes from the start,” Sophia finished.

      “Exactly. So he might just be the one to help us find proof that the Baron is guilty.”

      “Yes! That is possible!” Sophia said with a flicker of hope.

      “SOPHIAAA! MISTREEEES!” a lady’s voice squawked over the cackle of chickens in the stable yard.

      Sophia jumped to her feet. “Oh no. I have to go.”

      We hustled over to the ladder, and as Sophia gathered up her skirts and reached for the first rung, she stopped. “I don’t know when we can meet again. Speak to Jack. Whatever else happens, he must stop Frederick from giving himself up!”

      “I will,” I promised, letting her hand slip from mine. “But don’t give up hope. We can still fight. There’s still time to catch the Baron in his own game.”

      “You really are my guardian angel, Katie. God bless you, and grant you success!” She descended the ladder and waved a hurried goodbye from below. I waited until I heard her voice mingle with the lady’s before I crept down the ladder myself. The first thing I had to do was find Jack Hornsby.
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      “I cannot. I swore on my life I would tell no living soul.” Getting information out of Jack was proving more difficult than I’d anticipated.

      “But Jack, this is a matter of life and death. If you won’t tell me where Frederick is, then it’s up to you. You have to keep him from coming out of his hiding place … at least until I can find Tom.” I’d meant to say the last bit to myself, but Jack perked up.

      “Tom? Tom did you say? Who d’you mean?”

      He knew something about Tom. That much was obvious. “Tom the gypsy painter. He was working for Van Hoebeek. His daughter is the one accused of being the witch who aided Frederick in the Earl’s murder.”

      “A lot of God-forsaken poppycock.” Jack spat into the corner of the horse stall we had made into our secret consulting closet.

      “Yes, it is. And if I find him, I may be able to prove it’s all a lot of … you know.”

      “Poppycock?”

      “Yeah. That.”

      Jack scratched his beard with twitchy fingers. He removed his hat and wiped his brow. I recognised the symptoms. He was having a debate with himself, and part of him wanted to help me.

      “I reckon I never promised not to tell ’em where he was,” he muttered to himself, the part of himself I was rooting for to win out. Then he nodded as if he’d come to his decision. “Alright, mistress. I can’t tell you where Frederick is, but I can tell you that this Tom you’re seeking, Tom Tippery, is here in the park, by the river. His place won’t be easy to find — let’s just say he’s decorated it to match the forest — but look for smoke.”

      “Smoke?”

      “That’s all I can tell you, Mistress Katie.”

      “That’s all I need!” I was so excited, I grabbed his hand and shook it. Without knowing it, he’d told me exactly where to find Tom. I lowered my head and rushed out of the stable, eager to be on my way to the ivy-covered shepherd’s wagon I’d come across near the river.

      But first, I needed my bag. If I was to run a proper interrogation on Tom Tippery, I would need my spy notebook; there was simply no going without it. But getting it was not going to be simple. After all, I was no longer free to wander the corridors of Otterly Manor. My place was the kitchen now, but getting to my room through the kitchen was hopeless — Mary Hayes would pin me down with duties the moment she saw me. I decided to risk suspicion by going around through the main gatehouse entrance as I’d always done as a chambermaid, through the courtyards, and into the Great Hall’s main entrance. I walked past every servant I met with complete confidence, and, amazingly, nobody questioned me!

      

      The Great Staircase brought me to the familiar old Portrait Gallery. There was not a soul around. I couldn’t remember the exact panel Nurse Joan had opened in the wall, so I pushed on one after the other. Finally, the right one gave way. At the same time, I heard a clop clop clop at the end of the corridor and my heart leapt like a Mexican jumping bean. I pushed the panel open, threw myself inside and pushed it shut again, hoping against hope she hadn’t seen me. Then, without looking back, I flew down the twisting stairway, down the dark corridor and into my room. The thought of Nurse Joan on my heels did me a favour by driving out all other fears. I threw on my backpack and ran right through the kitchen without even scanning for Mary Hayes, through the kitchen gardens, past the jail, and out into the open fields of the park.

      I didn’t stop to catch my breath until I was well down the sloping dirt carriageway and out of sight from the house.

      After four journeys to the river, my feet knew the way without needing to consult my brain. That’s probably why I was too deep in thought imagining how my conversation with Tom would go to notice the earth rumbling beneath me and the swelling clamour of dogs howling. Not until a bushy white stag plunged out of the bracken and halted in the road right in front of me did I become aware. The stag stopped just long enough to give me a wild look that seemed to mean “Run!” Then he bounded into the undergrowth on the other side of the road.

      I stood frozen like a deer in the headlights. The rumble of hooves and yelps of the dogs sounded as if they were heading right for me. I felt like I was being hunted. My brain went blank except for that one word: Run!

      Down the hill, zipping through birch trees, I didn’t look back, but I felt them getting closer. I could hear men’s shouts now, the Baron’s voice calling “Halloo ahead!”, the swoosh of bracken being ripped up by an army of hungry hounds. I couldn’t outrun them, so I slid into a hollow made by vines growing thick over a tall bush. I ducked down in the bracken and waited, my heart and lungs in flames.

      In a minute, the yelping was so close it made my ears ring. Then it was sniffing. A chorus of sniffing noses so close their breath made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Sniff … sniff sniff. Then WOOooooo! The hound over me let out a howl that made my teeth chatter. I clasped my hands over my ears and clenched my eyes shut, wondering if the Baron or the King would be the one to mistake me for a deer and shoot me. After all, if something so intelligent as a dog could make such a mistake, there was not a chance the Baron wouldn’t. Or maybe the dog just smelled the ball in my backpack.

      The ball! I let go of my ears and tore my bag off my back. As the earth quaked with hooves trampling down the hill, I pulled out my only weapon: Oscar’s plastic ball sling. I took careful aim and fired.

      The hound over my head went silent. His sharp eyes followed the ball’s curve, far away across the hillside; then he lunged after it with every passionate muscle in his canine body. The rest of the pack sprinted after him, and soon the thunder of the hunting party’s horses died away as the Baron, the King and all the King’s men pursued old Oscar’s tennis ball.

      I had to laugh when I reached the river and found my fellow prey, the white stag, enjoying a relaxed drink. “Looks like we both outsmarted them this time.” He raised his head to me, which I took as a “thank you”. So I curtseyed back, and we went our separate ways, he slipping through the curtain of bracken and I turning right towards the ivy-covered shepherd’s wagon where a thin ribbon of smoke promised someone was home.

      The little glade where the wagon was tucked away was so quiet, my own footsteps might as well have been alarm bells. Every cracking twig, every crunching beechnut echoed. Even so, I did my best to creep up on the scene, not wanting to give Tom a chance to lock himself inside and hide away from me. I pressed my back against the long, vine-covered side of the wagon and inched along its length until I inched myself around the corner.

      I had been looking behind me, making sure I wasn't being followed, so when a puff of hot breath blew against the back of my head and neck, a scream caught in my throat, and I threw my arms over my head. Thankfully (or I’d have given away Tom’s location to the entire hunting party) I choked on the scream. The thing was, that blast of breath felt so familiar, I didn’t even need to look to know where it had come from. I could picture the two fleshy nostrils in my mind’s eye. I smiled, relieved, and lowered my arms to find, just as I’d expected, a horse gazing back at me. Not just any horse. Vagabond.

      He pawed at the earth and whinnied under his breath, agitated. “Shhhh. You’re alright. You’re safe,” I whispered. Without even thinking twice, I reached out my hand to stroke his neck, then remembered what Digby had said about the horse being a biter. I held out my hand to him, palm up. He smelled it and lowered his head, his nose nuzzling my shoulder, and I knew he wasn’t going to bite me. When I laid my hand against his warm hide, it felt like magic. My fingers glided over the two raised scars as I stroked Vagabond’s strong neck. “No wonder you’re angry. How could they do this to you? And how on earth did Jack get you down here?”

      “Hornsby said you sent him.”

      I gasped and spun around. There behind me, never making the slightest peep, sat Tom Tippery at his easel with a brush in one hand and a little wooden box of paints on his knee. I laid my hand on my chest to stop my heart from its sudden tap dance.

      Tom smiled softly, almost timidly. “He only arrived some moments before you did. Still settling, I think. You’re the first person I’ve seen stroke him like that.” He paused to dab his brush into the box, carrying on with his business. “’Tis Katherine, is it not?”

      I was still searching for words and breath, so I nodded. “And you’re Tom?” I muttered.

      He gave me another kindly smile and dip of the head, then returned to his painting. After a few brush strokes, he propped his brush hand down on his knee and looked at his picture, thoughtfully cocking his head to one side and fingering the small hoop earring he wore in one ear. “I’m not sure I’ve really captured it. Would you care to have a look?”

      For the second time since coming to the wagon, I found to my surprise that I felt completely at ease. Tom sounded so gentle, like a bashful young boy, and his eyes had a sad puppy quality about them. Here sat a sad, lonely man whose daughter’s life was now in danger. And what could he do but sit there and paint? I was sure Tom, like Vagabond, meant me no harm.

      The dying fire crackled as I stepped closer to him to look over his shoulder at the canvas. The last bit of breath went out of me when I saw what was on it. “It’s the painting,” I breathed. “The one that brought me here.” It was all there just as I’d remembered it: the park with its rolling hills and forests, the tiny hunting party in the distance, the big black horse beside the wagon, and Tom hunched over his canvas, his eyes twinkling in the sun rays that crept through the tree branches. And there was the strawberry-haired girl I had wished was me. I half-smiled to myself, still bewildered as it dawned on me: it was me the whole time.

      “How did you do it?” I asked. “It’s not … you know … black magic, is it?”

      Tom stood up and walked around me to poke the fire with a stick. “I’m no saint, Mistress Katherine. But I read the Scriptures and commit my soul to the Almighty. This —” he waved his hand at the canvas — “this is God’s gift, not the devil’s … though I cannot claim innocence for having never sold God’s gift to the devil,” he mumbled into the fire.

      “You mean the Baron?” I had now completely forgotten the spy notebook I’d risked so much to get and my carefully pre-planned investigation questions. Now, I just genuinely wanted to know how someone so ordinary and seemingly kind — just as Sophia had said — could take part in such a dark, horrible plot. “But why? Why would you help him murder someone and take all the credit for your work at the same time? It doesn’t make sense.”

      Tom rubbed his scruffy chin as he gazed into the fire. He seemed to be struggling with himself, almost in tears even. He looked at me timidly with the flicker of a sad smile. “It does look grave, does it not? But in fact, it’s worse than you think. I didn’t just paint for the Baron.” He picked up his box of paints and plodded up a step ladder to the wagon’s door, opened it and disappeared inside. Was I supposed to follow? I took a few uncertain steps forward.

      Tom’s messy grey head poked out of the door a moment later. “Please, won’t you come in?”

      He held the door open for me. I hesitated a moment pondering what might be inside that wagon. Someone who’d rescued a condemned horse could not be dangerous, I decided, and stepped boldly up the ladder.

      Whatever I’d expected to find inside, it was not in a hundred years what met my eyes. The walls were lined with trunks, and above those were pegs, each holding the oddest, most dazzling assortment of clothes: jewel-spangled velvets, peacock feathers, fairy wings and enough frills and lace to dress the entire King’s Court. Strung across the ceiling were hooks with every sort of hat, mask or headpiece imaginable: mesh horse faces, soldier’s helmets, jesters’ hats, wild white wigs and a whole string of fake beards. I reached up above my head and rubbed one of the wigs between my thumb and finger. It felt just like sheep’s wool.

      “Very observant of you,” Tom said over his shoulder. He was washing his paint-stained hands in a water basin when I turned around. “It is identical to the one the Baron wore with his disguise as Master Van Hoebeek. But of course you have worked it out for yourself.” He dried his hands on a rag and gestured to a stool in a snug sitting space between the racks of costumes. I sat, and so did he. He offered me some dried apricots, then lit up a pipe, took a few puffs of it, and eased back into his story.

      “You see, Mistress Katherine, I’m not a true artist. I make my living as a travelling mask maker. I’ve been invited to many a great house, and even to Court when there is a masquerade or a theatrical performance to supply for. But once the masque is over, I’m sent away, my craft forgotten.” He smiled sadly again. “I’ve always dreamt of becoming a real court painter. A master even. Then I’d be able to give my Bessy a proper home … a cottage where she could raise chickens, grow herbs.” He pulled off his cloth cap and wiped his brow. I detected his chin quivering ever so slightly. With a cracking voice, he continued. “And now, thanks to my greed, what I’ve earned for her instead is a prison cell.”

      To see an old man filled with regret and on the brink of tears made me feel so sorry for him, I wanted to reach out. I tried to sound caring rather than accusing when I asked, “But how did it happen? How did you begin working for the Baron?”

      Taking another puff of his pipe, Tom squinted as if to see into the past. “I said the nobility forgot me and my craft, but not the Baron. I supplied the masks for his ball last spring. He came personally to my wagon to look at my collection of costumes, but when he saw my paintings, he asked if I had any interest in a commission as an assistant court painter. And, of course, I had. He told me a little of his plan — he wanted to infiltrate his brother’s house for information. I knew deception would be involved, but it seemed nothing more than another masquerade to me then.”

      I watched Tom closely. His eyes stared into nothing, fixed on something only he could see. He continued. “When at last I discovered the sinister nature of the Baron’s plot, I professed I wanted no more part in it. But I was too late. He had already taken Bessy. He locked her away and swore she’d burn as a witch unless I saw the job through and told not a soul. If he knew I told you this tale now …” His eyes darted nervously towards the door, then fell back to his lap. He sighed, and slumped over like an old dog. “I know not what to do.”

      I had come to Tom looking for hope. It seemed hope was the very thing Tom needed too. But what hope could I offer? The Baron had us all tied up and chained to his plan. I just sat there in silence.

      The silence was shattered by a sudden, explosive AaaaCHOOO!

      I jumped to my feet. “What was that?”

      Tom’s eyes were fixed anxiously on a curtain just behind me that separated a smaller area of the wagon from the main room.

      AaaaCHOOO! It came again. I knew that sneeze.

      “No, don’t …” Tom stood and reached out his arm to stop me, but he was too late. I yanked back the curtain. There was a straw mat on the floor, and above my eye level, reclined in a sort of loft, was a bear. It startled me at first, until I understood what it really was: Frederick holding a bear mask over his face. I could still see his eyes through the holes in the mask, and they gave the bear a sheepish expression.

      I stared in amazement, not knowing what to say except the obvious: “Bless you.”
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      “So, wait. You’ve been hiding here the whole time, ever since the banquet?” I asked the boy with the bear face.

      Frederick took off his mask and climbed down from the loft. “Hornsby came to warn me about what had happened to the Earl, and that Van Hoebeek had accused me and Bessy of conspiring the whole thing.  When I heard Digby had been arrested in my place, I wanted to give myself up then and there. But Hornsby rightly made me see that my coming forward would not save Digby from danger. As long as I was free, there was hope of putting things right … somehow.” The muscles in Frederick’s square jaw twitched. “Jack didn’t know where to hide me, though. Luckily, we met Tom in the park. He explained Van Hoebeek’s true identity and that his daughter was caught in the Baron’s web as well. He offered to hide me here, where I could think … make a plan.”

      “It was the least I could do, considering how much of that web was my own spinning,” Tom muttered from his stool where he’d begun whittling away at some sort of flute.

      “You’re not to blame, Tom. No more than I am. Sophia was the wise one. Had I only accepted my duty and chosen to make the most of it rather than gratifying my whims, Digby would be free this day. The fool I was!” He pounded his fist against the wall, causing the wagon to rock like a boat.

      I stumbled and threw my hand out to catch my balance, which must’ve drawn Frederick’s attention. “Katie, what are you wearing?” he asked with a tinge of worry.

      I looked down at my mud-smudged apron and linen frock. “New clothes?” I offered. But Frederick was too quick to have the wool pulled over his eyes. He knew right away something was up.

      “Where is Sophia? Is she safe? Has the Baron turned her into a kitchen wench as well?”

      “No …” I hesitated.

      “Tell me, Katie.” He looked almost dangerous. “How is my sister?”

      I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, bracing myself for the storm I knew would break loose the moment I spoke. “She is safe, but … Just after the Baron arrived … I mean, just after he stopped pretending to be Master Van Hoebeek, he separated us. He gave Sophia some of his own ladies to wait on her, though I’m sure it was really to spy on her and make sure she didn’t get up to anything.”

      “And the Baron sent you off to the servants’ quarters?”

      I nodded.

      “Then you haven’t seen her?”

      “No. Yes, I mean. I have. Just this morning we met in the hayloft while everybody else was busy sending off the hunting party.”

      “And she is well?”

      “She is well, but …”

      “But? But what?” Frederick took a step closer. His eyes flickered with electricity.

      There was no hiding the truth. I spat it out in one breath. “The Baron is forcing Sophia to marry him in exchange for Digby’s life … your life.”

      I watched my words sink in. A deep red flush crept up Frederick’s neck and into his cheeks. His nostrils flared with every fuming breath. Then the explosion. I winced as he drew a long sword out of a scabbard hanging from the loft and pushed past me with the force of a hurricane.

      “The Baron shall wed Sophia over my dead body!” He growled.

      “Yes!” Tom stood in Frederick’s way with his hand outstretched. “That is exactly how he shall wed her if you rush out in this manner.”

      Frederick lowered his voice but spoke through clenched teeth. “Let me pass, Tom, or I shall have no choice but to remove you.”

      “Tom’s right!” I shouted. “And anyway, Sophia will never forgive you if you go and get yourself killed.” I noticed Tom’s Adam’s apple jump. His daughter’s life was at stake here as well. “And don’t forget Digby and Bessy,” I added. “Do you really think you can save them by turning yourself in?”

      “I will not turn myself in. I’ll kill the Baron.”

      Tom grabbed Frederick’s sword hand and wrenched the weapon out of it. “Then you’ll be hanged for sure.”

      “So you two would have me sit here, safely holed away, while others pay the price? While that bloody Baron makes a slave of my sister?”

      “No.” I felt a confidence that amazed even me. This was my time to live up to the name Watson. To make Charlie proud, if he could only see me. “We’ll save Sophia together, the three of us. And Bessy.” I looked to Tom who cast me another sad but grateful smile. “And Digby as well. But we can’t do it without a plan. What we need is hard, cold evidence to prove that the Baron is guilty. Tom?”

      Tom crossed his arms and stroked his chin in deep thought. “The Baron has hidden his effects within Otterly Manor. He keeps them all in a trunk: his disguise, the bottle of poison he used to kill the Earl, and the draught he’s giving the Countess to keep her in a stupor until he deems it safe to kill her as well. I have also seen there a stash of letters from his mistress in Chudleigh expressing her impatience to come and live at Otterly Manor once he has married the ‘little German Princess’.”

      Frederick let out a growl, but Tom continued. “It’s all there, safely tucked out of sight.”

      “You’ve seen all that in Otterly Manor?” I asked. “But where could he hide it that nobody would see?”

      “Can you not guess?” Tom winked at me, just as he had from the painting a lifetime ago. So that was it.

      “It’s hidden in the secret room where I saw your painting, isn’t it?” Tom winked again. “So that’s why the Baron as Van Hoebeek didn’t like me going near it. And he hung his own portrait over the panel. What a snob!”

      Frederick looked between the two of us, confused. “There’s a secret room in Otterly Manor?”

      “It’s off the Billiard Gallery, behind a fake panel,” I explained. Then, turning back to Tom, asked, “And you’re sure all of that stuff is there?”

      He looked down. “The Baron locked Bessy away in that room on the night of the banquet. I was permitted to go into the chamber to speak to her one last time, to tell her it would be alright. To lie.” He paused. “I saw everything I’ve mentioned there that night.”

      “Then we’ve got to get in there.”

      “I will go,” Frederick blurted.

      “Frederick!” I snapped. “You can’t go in there!”

      “It is my house!” He beat himself on the chest just like a male gorilla.

      “Yes, I know it is, but your waltzing in there would ruin everything! The house has been crawling with the King’s guards ever since the Earl was murdered. You’d be arrested in no time, which would defeat the purpose of making THIS PLAN, REMEMBER?”

      “Yes,” he said, again through gritted teeth.

      Boys, I thought. “It only makes sense for me to go. I’m still a part of the household. As long as I steer clear of Nurse Joan … and Mary Hayes … and probably Anna, nobody will think twice about my being in the house. I could go during supper when the gallery is deserted.”

      Frederick and Tom exchanged an uncertain look. I guess neither of them liked the idea of sending a little girl into danger’s way instead of going in himself. But we all knew it was the best way of getting the evidence without our plan being found out, and we all agreed we had to get that evidence tonight. After all, there was no time to lose. The wedding — not to mention the execution — was set for tomorrow.

      Tom nodded first, then Frederick. “Supper it is then,” the younger man said running his fingers through his blonde hair.

      The only thing to do then was the thing I’d grown to hate most: wait. It wasn’t even noon yet. The hunting party would still be out in the park — we could still hear the dogs baying. Supper wouldn’t be served before six. That’s when I would make my move.
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      I didn’t go back to the kitchens all day, but stayed hidden away at Tom’s wagon along with Frederick and Vagabond. Tom reckoned I’d get a good scolding if I went back, and Mary Hayes would keep me doubly busy so I was sure not to wander off. And then there was the hunting party I didn’t care to run into again. I only had one more tennis ball to spare! But not going back did mean my task would be even more dangerous. I was now a runaway servant, shirking my duties. Mary may already have reported me to Nurse Joan, and she would have her hawk eyes on the lookout for me. She might even speak to the Baron about me once he returned to the house.

      “Maybe I should wear one of your beards when I go back, so no one will recognise me,” I joked to Tom while he stirred a stew over the fire. I was trying to ease my own nerves.

      But instead of laughing, he looked thoughtful. “I could paint on a sprinkling of pox boils here and there. That way if anybody gives you trouble, they’ll at least believe you were ill in truth … and they are likely to jump away from you faster than a jack rabbit.”

      “Or maybe throw me out of the house faster than a jack rabbit,” I laughed, holding my palm out to Vagabond so he could nibble up the carrot stalks I’d collected for him from Tom’s chopping block.

      Tom glanced up. “That horse is a different beast in your presence.”

      “He reminds me of my horse back home, Gypsy,” I said, but of course that wasn’t quite true. “Or, at least he used to be my horse.” And somehow, just like that, I was telling Tom Tippery everything — about my accident and how I hadn’t been able to mount a horse ever since, about Charlie going off to university, about all the things that used to worry me so much. But it was all so far away. “It’s strange, but now all of that stuff sounds so silly and unimportant. I always wanted someone else’s life … an exciting one, like Sophia’s. But now that I know what it’s like, I miss my old life. My family. I guess I had it pretty good after all.”

      “I think …” Tom began without looking up from his stew, “we all find ourselves in circumstances we wouldn’t choose at times. But still we have a choice.” He looked up and smiled. “What we make of them. We can choose courage. Responsibility. Truth.” He clacked the spoon against the pot and sat down on a log. “I chose cowardice. Now others are paying the price.”

      “But your daughter’s life was in danger. Who could blame you?”

      Tom shook his head. “I should have trusted in God rather than fearing the Baron. Then I might have found help.”

      I moved over to sit on the stump beside Tom’s. “It’s not too late. You can still find help.” I felt it sounded a little hollow, but Tom smiled with what looked like genuine gratitude.

      “You know, Mistress Katherine, there is one thing I do not regret, and that is bringing you here. Were times less dire, I should like to hear all about the world you come from.” He sighed. “Suffice it to say, you have served many here. May your time here serve you as well.”

      We sat silently for a minute, then the question that had become buried under the day’s events bubbled up to the surface once again. “You know, Tom, you still haven’t told me how you did it. How you brought me here. If it wasn’t black magic, then …”

      Tom smiled. “I will show you.” He got up and went into the wagon, then came back a second later carrying his wooden box of paints. “Here. Have a look.” He held out the box to me.

      I took it and looked at the carving on its top. It was of a face hidden in a ring of oak leaves. A Green Man like the one on the trick panel. I ran my fingers over the face and heard a latch click. Inside the box were two rows of three pots, each one filled with a different colour of paint. I’d done enough of art class to know there was something definitely peculiar about these paints. The colours had a sort of shimmering silver sheen to them, and they moved. Though I held the box perfectly still on my knees, the paints swirled non-stop in their pots like living creatures. “What kind of paints are these?” I asked, unable to stop watching the colours perform their whirlpool movement.

      “I bought them from an old woman I happened to meet at a travelling fair. She told me they were magic paints and claimed that when the onlooker beheld in a painting his deepest desire, the paints possessed the power to give him the thing that would content his heart.”

      I thought about that for a minute. “When I looked at the painting, I wished for a different life. One with more excitement and adventure.”

      He took the box from me and closed it gently. “I didn’t truly believe her at the time. I only thought the pigments were interesting and wondered what effect they might make on a canvas. But I suppose a bit of curiosity lingered. So I painted myself as a court painter, drawing the portraits of the nobility. No sooner was that picture done, the Baron offered me a commission. So I thought just maybe …”

      A horrible thought occurred to me. “Does the Baron know about these paints?”

      Tom shook his head. “I never told him, nor did I use them to paint any of the Baron’s commissioned portraits. I had enough sense at least to know that such power, if truly power there were, could be put to terrible purposes. Once I discovered the Baron’s true intentions, I intended to destroy the paints. But first I decided it could not do much harm to give them one last try … This time not for my own ends, but for the sake of someone whose heart’s desire was something pure and simple.”

      “Sophia,” I said. “She told you she wanted a friend.”

      “Yes.”

      My mind churned over everything Tom had just been telling me. “So then, when Sophia looked into the painting, she saw a friend. And when I looked, hundreds of years later, I saw myself in a different life.”

      “And when I looked,” — He sat so we were knee-to-knee and face-to-face — “I saw our last hope.”

      I looked up into Tom’s earnest, fatherly eyes. “So you really do think I’m here for a purpose? That I’ll be able to help change all this somehow? I mean, it will take a miracle.”

      He placed his rough hand gently over mine where they lay folded on my knees. “You’re here, aren’t you? Miracles happen.”
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      As the hours ticked on, the sky grew dark. By five o’clock when it was nearly time to go, the wagon quivered in the whipping wind and a slanting rain drummed on its wooden sides.

      We’d spent the last hour sitting all together in the wagon, eating Tom’s stew and working out the details of our plan. Supper was the best time to go unseen into the Billiard Gallery, but by far the worst time to trudge through the Great Hall or the kitchens to get there. Luckily, Frederick knew of a back entrance that would take me through an outer passage into the Water Court where I’d find a turret staircase that opened up right into the Billiard Gallery.

      Frederick pointed to the gate on the map he’d sketched for me on a bit of spare fabric. “The guards change at six o’clock. The gate will open on the hour to let the new guards out and the old ones in for supper. That will be your chance to slip through and hide until the gates close again and the old guards are out of earshot.”

      My palms became increasingly sweaty as he spoke. “Um … right. How exactly am I to sneak past four guards without getting caught again?”

      Frederick sat back and sighed. Not the encouraging answer I’d have liked.

      But Tom, who’d been listening, silently stroking his whiskers, leaned in to have a look at the map. “I think I can help you there. A little distraction is all you need to slip through undetected.”

      “But Tom, you can’t! You mustn’t be seen. The Baron …”

      He stopped me with his raised hand. “I won’t be seen.” He stood up and rummaged among the costumes a moment before snatching down a long, white beard from a hook on the wall. He turned his back to us as he fitted it over his face. When he turned back, he had transformed before our eyes into an old man twice his own age at least.

      “Let me go, Tom. I can don a disguise as well as you can,” Frederick insisted.

      But Tom shook his head. “My boy, you are the Earl of Otterly Manor. Much depends upon you. I on the other hand … disguise is what I do.”

      Frederick looked flustered, but it was clear that Tom had made up his mind. He completed his costume with a broad-brimmed, floppy hat, a long cloak and a walking cane. I was sure I wouldn’t have known him if I’d passed him in the park.

      It was still pouring, or chucking it down as my mum would say, so Tom rummaged around in a trunk and found a sealskin cloak with a hood that fit me perfectly. The last thing was for Tom to paint on my pox. He did only three — two on my forehead and one on my chin. “We do not want you to look like a ladybird,” he said, standing back to examine his artistry.

      And then it was time to brave the rain and, more dangerously, to brave the many, watchful eyes in Otterly Manor. We heard the distant tower clock chime half past five, said goodbye to Frederick who wished us Godspeed, put up our cloaks and plunged into the downpour. We passed Vagabond, standing out of the rain beneath the wagon’s little awning. He whinnied, as if to ask where I was going. I patted his shoulder. “I’ll be back,” I promised.

      

      We didn’t speak on the whole long trudge up the hill. The rain beat down too heavily and we both kept our hoods pulled low over our faces. We had to walk fast if we hoped to get to the gate at a minute before six.

      At five minutes before the hour, we reached the house. Though Tom’s hood was drawn up, I saw him cast a longing look towards the prison.

      I leaned over so he could hear me. “I’ll do my best in there,” I said. “For Bessy.”

      We inched along the stone wall, listening out for any straggler servants returning late from the hay threshing. But the rain had driven everyone indoors. Everyone, that is, except the guards. We were just a pebble’s throw from the end of the wall, which meant that right around the corner, the two guards stood post.

      Tom squinted against the rain to peer at the clock tower. “‘It is time,” he mouthed. “Get ready.” And just like that, he shuffled out into the open, all hunched over and dragging one leg behind him.

      “Who goes there?” I heard a guard shout.

      Tom spun around and shouted in a strange, wiry voice nothing like his normal soft one. “Greetings, young sire. I am the noble Francis Drake. I sailed the seas for Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth and am come here to receive my reward from her hand. Will you lead me to her?” He dipped down in a clumsy bow and rose up again with a whoosh of his cape.

      “Alright. Move along. There’s no Queen Bess here, Sir Francis Drake. Either you’ve had a few too many pints of ale, or you’ve lost your wits somewhere on the road.”

      “Ale, did he say?” Tom put a hand to his ear.

      At the same time, the clock struck six and the bell began to toll. Just as Frederick had said, the gate screeched open. I inched a little closer to the corner and peeked around. Four men in breastplates and helmets who looked just like the three musketeers and d’Artagnan clustered together at the open gate.

      “You’re free to sup, you two,” a deep voice said.

      “Thank heavens! We shall leave you two to deal with this.” The guard thumbed over his shoulder towards Tom who was doing a funny little hobbling jig in the road. “Think his pot is a bit cracked, if you know what I mean.”

      All four of them turned their attention to Tom, and I knew with a flutter of my heart that this was my one and only chance. I crouched low and ran, close to the wall, on my tiptoes, and I didn’t look around to see if the guards noticed until I was through the gate. There was the stone passage — a sort of corridor under an arched roof. I crouched behind a statue of a woman with a bow and arrows and waited, trying very hard to quiet the noisy duet between my breath and my heart.

      In barely any time at all — it made me feel faint to think what a close call it had been — the voices of the two old guards echoed against the stone passage walls. “If he gives them any trouble, they’ll just lock him away with the witch and the little traitor, and we can have a triple execution on the morrow,” the first one said.

      “I thought the young Earl was destined for the Tower? Devil worshiper or not, he is nobility.”

      “I had it from the Baron’s chief guardsman this morning,” the second guard answered. “Both the Earl and the witch are to be hanged just as soon as the Baron returns from his wedding, around midday.”

      “What, before the wedding feast?” asked the other. “Seems an odd way to commence a banquet …”

      “Nah, the banquet guests won’t even know the execution’s taken place; it’s to happen quietly. The Baron’s ordered they do it as soon as they hear the church bells toll, signifying the wedding’s over.”

      I strained my ears, but I couldn’t hear another word after that. Once the two guardsmen passed my hiding place, their voices were drowned by the burbling of the fountain in the middle of the Water Court, which was overflowing after the downpour. I let out the breath I’d been holding, but it came out as a shiver. I knew the Baron was evil, but I could not believe he had lied to Sophia to persuade her to marry him without a fuss. She would marry him, but all for nothing: it would not save Digby or Bessy from hanging.

      For a moment, I just crouched in the shadow, paralysed. So much depended on me getting into that room and back out again without being caught. Lives depended on it. Messing up was not an option. I took a few deep breaths, then clenched my eyes shut and prayed just one word: “Help.”

      Just then, the dark rain clouds broke up and evening sun rays spilled into the stone passage, making glistening mists of the puddles. The warm sunlight filled my veins with fresh courage. I pulled up my cloak and walked — running would have alerted suspicion — to the outer stairway.

      It was right where Frederick’s map had said it would be. I wound my way up, balancing myself with one hand against the cold stone wall, until I came to a narrow wooden door at the top. I pulled the map out from my apron pocket and, using a candle from a wall sconce, I took stock of where I was. According to the map, this door would bring me out into the Billiard Room, which opened right up into the Billiard Gallery. I was mere steps away from the secret chamber.

      I pressed my ear against the door. Not a sound. All the waiting servants must be at dinner by now, I thought. So I turned the doorknob and pushed the door open just a crack. Still nothing stirred. I stepped into the Billiard Room and inched along the wall, trying with difficulty to walk silently on the wooden floorboards. I only needed to turn a sharp right and I would be in the Green Man’s corner, in the very spot where I’d been whisked away into the past … the very spot where the Baron, dressed as Van Hoebeek, had sneaked up on me and nearly scared me to death … Why was it things always happened in that spot?

      I stretched out my neck and peered down the whole length of the Billiard Gallery. Nothing moved but dust motes drifting on evening sunbeams. I had the all clear. I turned the corner, came face to face with the old Green Man, reached up my hand, laid it on his leafy face and …

      Creeeak. Like déjà vu, the panel crept open. I glanced around one last time and stepped inside.
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      Good thing I’d taken that candle. The room’s slit window faced east, away from the setting sun. But for my candle beam, dusky darkness filled the chamber and the few objects inside appeared like creepy black blobs.

      I pulled the door closed all but a crack behind me — after all, I had never got out of the room before, and the last thing I wanted now was to get myself locked in. Holding the candle up above my eyes, the light fell on a pile of rectangular objects propped against the wall. I moved closer and recognised the Baron’s easel and a stack of blank canvases. Evidence all right, but not quite the evidence I needed. I straightened up and peered around the room looking for the trunk.

      There was a chair, a chamber pot and, aha! There was the trunk. Best of all, when I knelt down to try the lock, it was open! The Baron clearly never expected anyone to discover his hiding place.

      “Come on. Come on. Come on,” I whispered to the trunk as I lifted the lid and held my breath, hoping with all my might the Baron hadn’t removed the evidence since Tom had seen it.

      “Yes!” I almost laughed with relief when I held up the candle and found the trunk full. Wrapped up in a painter’s smock, I found a skull cap with the stringy brown wig attached to it and none other than the black woolly beard that had given Baron Black Sheep’s false identity away. Beneath that was a corked bottle labelled Property of Baron Buckville in cursive script. At the bottom of everything I found a stack of letters tied together with a red ribbon.

      With my one free hand, I managed to undo the bow and unfold the first letter. It was slow work. Whoever wrote these letters had the most spindly writing imaginable. But what I could make out was the Your Faithful at the end, and some sort of list of ingredients for a recipe called Inheritance Powder. But it must have been a very strange recipe from what I could make out of the ingredients, things like monk’s blood, nightshade berries and even frogs’ eyes! I winced at the thought of whatever concoction these items whipped up.

      I folded the letter back up. I would take the stack to Tom and let him decipher the spindly words. There was no sense in struggling through the rest of them now; the sooner I got back to the wagon, the sooner Tom, Frederick and I could sort through the evidence and make our plan of attack on the Baron.

      I packed away all the contents of the trunk in my backpack and zipped it up with a feeling of satisfaction. I could not wait to see the look on the Baron’s face when we proved before the King that he was a cold-blooded murderer. I blew out my candle, slung my bag onto my back and covered it with my cloak then crept to the door to listen. Still no sound of any living creature, but I did hear the bell toll for the half-hour, which meant the household had been served their supper and now the kitchen staff would be having theirs in the Great Hall. Now I’d be able to slip through the hidden door in the Portrait Gallery and take the servants’ passage to the kitchens to freedom and safety. Everything was working to plan.

      But I still had the whole stretch of the Billiard Gallery to walk down first. It felt horribly exposed. With my heart in my throat, I speed-walked across the creaky floorboards, checked the little passage with the window, and made it undetected into the Portrait Gallery. A quick look up and down it told me I was safe to hop across the hall to the hidden door.

      This time I knew which panel to push right away. I laid my hands on it and gave a gentle push. Just as it gave way, something wrenched me backwards by my cloak hood. Choking on what might have been my loudest scream ever, I looked up into the hateful eyes and triumphant sneer of Nurse Joan.

      With one icy hand, she pulled back my head, and she pinched my ear with the other so that I winced in pain. The stench of her rotten breath in my face nearly gagged me.

      “I knew you were a peck o’trouble from the moment you appeared in this house like an ill omen,” she snarled. “I see what you are. Strange ways, devil-kissed hair. You brought these misfortunes on us, witch!” She spat the word, spraying my face. “First the Earl drops dead. And my poor mistress would be cold in the grave beside him were it not for the Baron’s medicinal brews keeping her on the other side of death’s door.”

      “It’s poison!” I screamed through teeth gritted in fear and pain.

      “Quiet!” she spat again, giving my head another hard wrench. “I’ll not hear another word of your lies. I knew I should’ve warned my mistress of you that first day, before you had the chance to wreak your wicked ways on this noble house. I’ll not make that mistake this time. I’ll see the Baron deals with you just as soon as he returns from his wedding.” With that she pushed me forward into the stairwell with a jab of her knee. All the way down I struggled and screamed, “I’m not a witch! It’s the Baron! The Baron is poisoning the Countess! It’s a trick!” But every word only won me another shove or an even harder yank on my hair.

      I had one last hope. “I have the pox!” I screamed. “Look!”

      That made her stop and stare at my face with uncertain eyes. “I know what those are.” Her voice was low. Hushed. “Witch’s marks. You filthy, vile creature!” My hair got the hardest yank yet.

      Tears blurred my eyes so that I couldn’t tell which way we walked at the bottom of the stair, but the ground felt like it was sloping downward, and then we were walking down more narrow stairs. At last she pulled me to a halt by my hair, jammed a key into a large wooden door, pushed it open and flung me inside so hard I fell, my knees smacking cold, hard stone.

      “You’ll end up just like all your kind. Mark my words.” And with that the door slammed. The lock clicked. Nurse Joan’s clopping footsteps died away.

      My whole body was shaking, either from shock or because the room was so cold, I don’t know which. I struggled to my feet and rubbed my sore knees. Whatever the place was, it had a very unpleasant, sour smell and it was as black as ink. There was not even a thread of light beneath the door. But I could tell from the echoing sound of my breath it was a big room. I held my hands out in front of me and scuffed my feet forward, groping for a piece of furniture or the wall. I just wanted to feel near something rather than stranded in the middle of dark, endless space. My hand brushed against something. I reached out and the thing moved away, then back. It brushed my hands again. I pulled them back, panting with fright, then swallowed and reached out again, this time grabbing the thing.

      It was soft one way and rough the other, like a dog’s fur. A sickening idea came into my mind. I moved my hands along and felt what I’d feared: ears, a head, a leathery nose, long legs and hooves. It was a deer. And hanging beside it were others. Of all the ghastly places, Nurse Joan had locked me away in the meat cellar! No one would hear me if I screamed. No one would come looking for me. And by the time Nurse Joan let me out to face the Baron, it would be too late.

      I crawled on my hands and knees across the straw-strewn floor until I found the wall. Wrapping my cloak tightly around me and hugging my knees close to my chest, I closed my eyes and tried to remember the family I might never see again. Nan and Pop, Mum, Dad, Charlie … Like painting portraits in my mind, I pictured every detail of their faces, over and over and over again until the pictures faded away and my mind became blank.
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      My eyes opened but I saw nothing. My bones ached of long hours spent on a cold, hard surface. That ache brought the memory of where I was rushing over me like ice cold water. Hunger gnawed at my empty stomach, but at the same time, the smell of dead things made me want to be sick. I didn’t know how long I’d slept or what time of day it was. By now Sophia might already be married to the Baron, and Digby and Bessy might be hanging in the courtyard. That thought really did make me retch, but there was nothing inside me to throw up, so I heaved and coughed instead.

      I clenched my stomach and groaned, letting my weight flop back against the wall. Then I froze. Something rattled in the direction of the door. Someone was opening it. But that meant … Nurse Joan had said she would come for me after the Baron’s wedding. So it was done. I had failed.

      Sickness overcame me, and I doubled over heaving just before the door swung open. I picked myself up and scrambled to get my backpack on beneath my cloak. I wouldn’t give it up any sooner than I had to. I heard heavy, scuffling footsteps coming towards me — definitely not Nurse Joan’s clopping ones. But after an eternity in the pitch black, I couldn’t see. I had to shield my eyes from the candlelight that was growing closer with each footstep.

      “She’s over there,” I heard Nurse Joan’s unmistakable, sharp voice snap from the doorway. Then large, gruff hands grabbed me under my arms and hoisted me up like I was a rag doll. “Make her walk,” Nurse Joan commanded. Before I could put one foot in front of the other, one of the big hands took hold of my forearm in a killer grip and yanked me forward.

      I felt too sick, both in my stomach and in my heart, to fight. My eyes were still adjusting to the little bit of candlelight. Even if I could escape the big man who had me by the arm, I wouldn't get far, blind and lost as I was. So I scuttled along as he dragged me to keep up with Nurse Joan’s clopping gait.

      After we’d walked up more stairs and down more corridors than I could keep up with, Nurse Joan came to a halt in front of a set of carved double doors. “I have had it from the steward that there is to be a hanging today.” I wasn’t sure whether she spoke to me or my guard. “The Baron, I am certain, will want to be rid of all you vermin in one go.” And with that she straightened up and knocked on the door.

      A steward with the royal crest embroidered on his chest opened it. Only then did I understand that we were in the Royal Chambers.

      Nurse Joan made a curt curtsey. “I wish to speak to the Baron immediately. ’Tis a matter of grave importance … of treason.” She looked just like an old vulture with her eyes bulging out.

      The steward looked skeptically at the big man gripping my shoulder and then down at me. “I’m afraid the Baron and His Majesty the King rode out early this morning and will not return until following the Baron’s wedding.”

      “What? Out riding now? On the morning of his wedding?” Nurse Joan sounded bitterly disappointed.

      The steward took a tiny step away from the raging woman before explaining, “They have undertaken a gentleman’s hunt in hopes of catching the white stag and incurring good fortune on the Baron’s marriage.”

      As the steward’s words sunk in, a huge wave of relief filled me with miraculous energy. “You mean Sophia’s not … the wedding hasn’t … Where is Sophia now?”

      “Silence!” Nurse Joan hissed. “Mistress Sophia is being dressed for her wedding, but that is no concern of yours.”

      I smiled right back at Nurse Joan. She could shout at me all she liked. All that mattered was that it wasn’t too late! So much relief poured over me, like warm water thawing ice. I could have laughed or cried, or both.

      The corners of Nurse Joan’s tight mouth turned down in serious displeasure. I thought she might punch the steward.

      He must’ve thought he was in danger too, because he very quickly piped up, “The Baron cannot receive you; however, Her Majesty the Queen is taking audience this morning until such time as she must depart to escort her niece to her wedding. She will see you about this urgent matter.”

      Nurse Joan’s puckered mouth turned upward again as the steward pushed open the double doors and led us into a very large, square room with tall, decorated ceilings and a red carpet running down the middle of the floor to a dais. On the dais were two thrones, and in the smaller one sat the Queen in a gold and burgundy brocade gown, dripping in pearls. Her red hair was piled high like a hive on top of her head. But what I noticed most was her face — powdered and unsmiling though it was, she had a kindly, motherly face with clever eyes that reminded me a little of Sophia. That gave me hope.

      The steward led us right down to the carpet just in front of the dais, then stopped and bowed low. The man holding my arm copied, forcing me to bend over at the same time.

      “What is this, Walter?” the Queen asked in her Danish accent.

      “Your Majesty, this woman wishes to bring an urgent matter of treason before you.”

      “Oh? And is this delicate creature the traitor?” Her ruby lips pressed together as she looked at me, as if she were trying not to smile. I could see she thought Nurse Joan’s charge of treason against me, a skinny little girl, was a joke.

      “Your Majesty,” — Nurse Joan croaked. She sounded much less confident before the grandeur of the Queen and her watching courtiers — “I do suspect … nay, know beyond a doubt that this girl has some evil power and has applied it in the murder of my Master and the affliction of my Mistress.”

      The Queen was unmoved except for one raised eyebrow. “Is that so? You suppose this little kitchen maid to be a witch? On what grounds, madam?”

      “Why, your Highness …” Nurse Joan looked around as if hoping for someone to volunteer an answer. “She … she speaks and behaves so strangely. And her hair is …” she checked herself just in time.

      “What about her hair?” The Queen sounded indignant.

      “I was going to say short. Her hair is too short, Majesty.”

      “Of course.” The Queen was obviously not convinced. “Carry on.”

      “It was only after she mysteriously arrived at this house that all the ill fell upon it. And what’s more, yesterday she disappeared during her duties and I caught her just last night sneaking about the household corridors. No doubt she was putting hexes on the family.”

      I watched the Queen’s face throughout Nurse Joan’s absurd accusations. Her expression never changed; she didn’t appear to believe any of it. But I couldn’t be sure. As superstitious as King James was, his wife might be of a similar paranoid way of thinking. And if she was, I might easily wind up in the jail cell beside Digby and Bessy within minutes. Or worse …

      When Nurse Joan finished, the Queen scrutinised me from her throne, then asked, “What have you to say for yourself against these accusations, little wench? Do you deny them?”

      I decided right then to risk everything. I had no choice; there were no other tricks up my sleeve. I cleared my throat and spoke up as confidently as I imagined Sophia would do in my place. “Your Majesty, before the Baron sent me to the kitchens, I was your niece Sophia’s personal companion and closest friend. I was at the banquet the night the Earl was murdered, and I know how it happened. It wasn’t Frederick. It was the Baron himself.”

      The Queen’s expression shifted for the first time at that. Her mouth opened in a gasp, but I pushed on. “The reason I was sneaking around the house was to gather the evidence to prove the truth to the King before it’s too late and innocent people die … not to mention Sophia’s life will be ruined because she’ll be married to the man who murdered her guardian and her brother.” I stopped, expecting the Queen to say something, but she only looked at me with interest, waiting to hear more. “Your Majesty, please. If you could just speak to the King and ask him to stop the wedding and the executions until he has seen this evidence …”

      “What you tell me is … dare I say … what I’ve suspected. My nephew Frederick could not be the murderer. He had nothing to gain from it, while the Baron had many reasons to remove his brother and his heir.”

      I couldn’t believe it. This was better than I could’ve hoped for! “So you will speak to the King?”

      The sad look on the Queen’s face deflated my happiness. “I have no influence over my husband in this matter,” she said bitterly. “You must understand, I have already tried to defend Frederick’s innocence and begged the King to look more carefully into the matter. But Frederick is my sister’s son, which the King believes has made me a blind judge, unable to accept the boy’s true nature.”

      “But it’s the King who’s a blind judge to the Baron’s true nature!” I blurted. There was a gasp from every servant and courtier in the room, but I couldn’t care less. He wasn’t my king anyhow. I pressed forward. “There’s so much evidence of the truth, Your Majesty. If the King would only listen …”

      “You have my sympathy, my dear. But the Baron speaks out with a strong voice against witchcraft and treason, the two subjects my husband finds most odious. The King believes he has found a close ally in the Baron. But I wonder, what manner of evidence is this of which you speak?”

      I threw back my cloak and slung my backpack around in what felt like one very dramatic movement. “Irrefutable evidence,” I answered. The Queen listened carefully while I recounted every step of my journey to discovering Master Van Hoebeek as the true murderer, and then his true identity as the Baron in disguise. And as I explained, I produced my evidence, one piece at a time. “This is the disguise he wore when he stood before the King and accused Frederick, the very night before Master Van Hoebeek supposedly rushed off to Holland and the Baron just happened to turn up the next day.”

      The Queen’s face grew more and more horrified, just as I’d hoped. It egged me on to the next piece of evidence. “I’m not positive, but I think this bottle is the very poison the Baron dropped into the Earl’s goblet that night, and I have it on good grounds that he’s been poisoning the Countess as well, keeping her alive just long enough so that her death doesn’t look too suspicious.”

      The Queen looked aghast. “Can this be true?”

      “Ask Nurse Joan for the medicinal draught she’s been giving the Countess under the Baron’s orders. I’m sure you’ll find it’s poison.”

      She turned sharply towards Nurse Joan with raised eyebrows. “Nurse Joan, the draught, if you please. I will have my own apothecaries inspect it.”

      Nurse Joan had gone ghostly white, her hawk eyes now more like bug eyes and full of bewilderment. “Your Majesty, I never had the slightest notion of it being poison, I … I swear it by the Almighty.”

      I stepped forward. “She’s telling the truth, Your Majesty. I don’t believe Nurse Joan ever meant to hurt her Mistress. She was only following bad orders.”

      The wiry old housemaid looked as though someone had slapped her. She lowered her eyes to the floor, and I could see her jaw clenching as she backed slowly against the wall.

      “We shall see,” the Queen answered. “Now, have you anything else in that most unusual satchel?”

      I pulled out the stack of letters and offered them to the steward who in turn delivered them into the Queen’s hand. “They’re the Baron’s letters. I found them with the other items, but I can’t quite make out the handwriting.”

      In a very business-like manner, the Queen untied the red ribbon and unfolded the first letter. As she read, her eyes widened and darted faster and faster over the page. The strings of pearls on her chest rose and fell with her quickening breath. “Bring me the bottle at once.” She held out her open hand while the steward took the bottle from me and delivered it to the Queen. She uncorked it, closed her eyes and held it to her nose. Although the Queen’s face was powdered white, I almost fancied she became a shade whiter. “’Tis Inheritance Powder,” she muttered as if she’d just seen a ghost. She handed the bottle back to the steward and returned her face to its usual composed, statue-like expression. “My dear, do you have any idea what this is?” She waved the letter.

      “It looks like some sort of recipe?” I asked, afraid of sounding childish.

      “Not just any recipe. It is the recipe for a witch’s potion concocted especially for the purpose of killing off one’s relatives in order to claim their inheritance for one’s self. What is more, it is addressed to the Baron and signed by what appears to be a most … particular friend of his, Mistress Liddy Thompson.”

      I didn’t know what to say. The Queen promptly folded the letter up and tucked the whole lot into a fold in her gown. “Walter, I would speak with … what is your name, child?”

      I cleared my throat. “Watson, Your Majesty. Katherine Watson.”

      She bowed her head. “I would speak with Mistress Katherine Watson alone. Clear the hall, if you please.”

      Walter made the announcement. It was followed by a general murmur, a rustle of skirts, then finally, as Walter pushed the doors shut with only himself, the Queen and me inside, silence.

      “Come closer, my dear. Yes, sit here on the stair, just beside me.”

      I did as I was told, feeling suddenly conscious of being in the presence of a Queen while smelling of a meat locker; and I didn’t even want to know what state my hair was in.

      The Queen leaned forward in her chair, and I knew from the intense look in her eyes, she was about to say something important. She spoke in a low voice, enunciating each word to be sure I understood. “Katherine, I believe all that you have just revealed to me. And I believe there is yet time to persuade the King before it is too late. But it will be a delicate matter. Can I count upon you?”

      I nodded wholeheartedly. “Yes, Your Majesty. What shall I do?”

      “In a mere hour’s time, I will escort Sophia to the church in my carriage. The King and the Baron will be awaiting us, and the wedding will begin promptly at midday. That is the time to reveal the Baron’s schemes, when he is away from home and cornered between this evidence and God’s altar. Be certain the King sees all that you have shown me. Especially these.” She handed me back the letters. “But you must not tell anyone of this conversation. If the King knew that I advised you in any way, he may presume that I have contrived the whole thing and not give ear to what you have to say. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      “It is a dangerous undertaking, Katherine. I am sorry to ask it of you. Are you prepared?”

      “It’s not nearly as bad as the risk of not doing it,” I replied.

      The Queen smiled her first truly warm smile. “You are courageous of heart, my child. But I do wish there were someone who might stand beside you.”

      “But there is. Oh, Your Majesty, I almost forgot to tell you! It’s not Frederick in the jail.”

      She looked utterly bewildered, but once I’d explained how the two boys had swapped places and Frederick was safely hidden with Tom, the Queen put her hand over her heart and looked as though she might cry for joy. “Then he is safe. Now, you must go to them at once! We have not a minute to lose. God be with you, Katherine Watson, until we meet again.” She held out her hand to me. I wasn’t quite sure what to do with it, so I took it and gave it a gentle shake. She pressed her red lips together again like she was holding in a laugh. I guessed I was probably meant to kiss her hand instead of shaking it. But I didn’t have the chance to correct my mistake. The Queen called to Walter and asked him to personally escort me to the gatehouse and see that nobody delayed my journey. He bowed and waited for me to walk out first.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty. God bless you!” I said, and nearly skipped my way down the red carpet with poor Walter trying to keep pace with me. But my heart was too full of the hope of a second chance to slow down. The rescue mission was back on!
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      “Tom, Frederick! I’ve got it! I’ve got the evidence! There’s STILL TIME!” I skidded into the forest glade and stopped in front of the shepherd’s wagon. I had run so fast, my heart felt like it might explode.

      Vagabond whinnied a greeting, but no other response came. Perhaps Tom and Frederick were keeping cover in the wagon. My hand was on the door, ready to slide it back, when it opened and Frederick stuck out his dishevelled head. My eyes went straight away to the sword hanging at his waist. His hand rested on its hilt.

      “Good God, Katie! We were certain you were captured.”

      “I was,” I panted. “Nurse Joan locked me in the meat cellar all night, but then I spoke to the Queen, and she believes us … about everything!”

      “The Queen believes us?” He looked confused, as though he hadn’t quite heard me right. “How …”

      “I showed her the evidence. That was all it took, and she thinks when the King sees it, he’ll believe it too. But Frederick, there’s no time to explain the rest now. Where’s Tom?”

      “When you didn’t return, he disguised himself again and went back to the Manor. He hoped Jack Hornsby would help him find out what had become of you.”

      “Oh no …” I groaned. “There’s no time! Frederick, the Baron lied to Sophia. He doesn’t mean to release the prisoners after the wedding at all. I heard two guards talking. Digby and Bessy are going to be hanged as soon as the church bells toll after the wedding.”

      Frederick pushed past me and leapt down the step ladder, drawing his sword like he was in the middle of a battle. “No longer will I hide like a craven while a good man dies in my place. I am Lord of this house, and I shall not sit idly by while such a crime is committed.” He looked fearsome, but all the fight quickly deflated out of him. He looked around as if lost, his sword hanging limp. “But Sophia. I must save Sophia, though saving her may cost the lives of Digby and Bessy. What am I to do?”

      I jumped down from the step ladder and marched over to him. “I’ll go and rescue Sophia. You find Tom.” He looked as though he wanted to object, but he let me finish. “Hopefully the two of you plus Jack and anyone else who will help can hold off the execution until the King returns. Your servants hate the Baron. I’ve heard them complaining about him in the kitchens. They’ll listen to you!”

      Frederick’s chest rose up proudly once again. “You’re right. It’s time I took my place as their Earl. But Katie, it’s barely half an hour to midday now. How will you stop the wedding in time?”

      I gritted my teeth and looked frantically around for an answer. It came to me from behind, in the form of a snort. “I’ll ride.”

      He looked at me like I was loony. “What, Vagabond? Nobody’s been able to mount that horse. He’s thrown off the entire King’s guard. Katie, you cannot …”

      I didn’t wait for him to finish. I marched over to the hitching post and untied Vagabond’s tether. I nestled against his muscular shoulder and reached my hand up to stroke his neck. “I need you, Vagabond. Please,” I whispered. He lowered his head as if truly listening. “Let’s do this together.” I stepped back and took one enormous breath. “Will you help me up?” I asked Frederick.

      “Are you sure, Katie? He could kill you.”

      “He won’t kill me.” I hoped I was right. “And yes, I’m sure.”

      Frederick shook his head, but he came. He cupped his hands together and held them out. I gave Vagabond one last look in the eye and nodded. Breathing deeply, steadily, I raised one trembling hand up and got a handful of his mane, stepped my foot into Frederick’s cupped hands and pushed off, swinging my leg over the horse and coming to sit squarely on his broad back. For an uncertain moment, Vagabond pranced backward and forward as if he didn’t know what to make of things. I knew just how he felt. I leant over and stroked his neck. “It’s ok, Vagabond. We’ve got this.” I looked at Frederick and nodded. “Good luck.”

      Frederick looked tense as he backed away. I’m sure he expected the horse to rear up and send me flying to my death at any moment. I filled my fists with Vagabond’s thick mane, hugged tightly to his sides with my calves and urged him forward.

      Like a bolt of electricity had zapped him into action, Vagabond gave a heroic whinny and shot off. Up the hill, careening through trees, leaping over fallen logs in our path. Soon we were out into the open meadows with a mist stinging our faces and a stormy wind whipping my hair back.

      Brum drum, Brum drum, Brum drum. Vagabond’s hooves beat our coming, like a mighty war drum. Though we might have been riding to our doom, my heart swelled up and burst into a smile across my wind-blown face. This was joy.

      Vagabond felt it too, I knew he did. I hardly needed to steer him. He knew what I was thinking, just as Gypsy used to do. Soon we were flying through the park gates and up the lane to the parish church where already the bell was tolling the arrival of the Queen and Sophia. Carriages filled the narrow, pebbly street outside the church, but Vagabond manoeuvred around them like a champion dressage horse. We skidded to a halt in the churchyard in a cloud of dirt and gravel. I hoisted myself off his back and landed with a dusty thud on the gravel. I didn’t bother to tether Vagabond; I was sure when I came out of that church, for better or for worse, he would be there waiting for me.

      An amazing thing happened to me on that glorious ride. All my hunger, my exhaustion, all my fear had been blown away with the wind. I felt the fierceness I’d seen in Frederick’s eyes when he’d brandished that sword. I was as ready as I’d ever be to face the enemy.

      There was only one thing stopping me. The doors were locked. I bashed my body against them, but they didn’t budge. I banged on them with my fist, but nobody answered. My banging was drowned out by the thunder of a booming organ. This is stupid, I thought, kicking the gravel. I did not come all the way from the twenty-first century to let a door stand in my way.

      A crazy idea dropped into my head. I led Vagabond over to a tombstone and climbed up it to mount him, then rode him out a way into the churchyard. “Alright, Vagabond. I need you to harness all that anger you’ve been using to smash pigeons and take it out on those doors. Ready?” He whinnied, which was a good enough answer for me.

      “Ya!” I yelled, kicking his sides with a force that sent him bolting forward with a vengeance towards the doors. Right when it looked like we would smash into them, he reared up on his back legs and pummelled them with his two, boulder-sized front hooves. We smashed right through them and didn’t stop until Vagabond had cantered right down the aisle to the middle of the church.

      The organ played a sour chord. Screams and shouts rent the perfumed air. The King stood up from his golden throne on the dais. His eyes were wild with what could only be terror. He pointed his finger and bellowed, “God save me! ’Tis that demon horse and the devil’s child herself come to torment me!”

      “No, Your Majesty,” I called out, pulling back on Vagabond’s mane to bring him to standing. “The only devil here is that man.” I pointed my finger at the Baron where he stood in front of the bride’s and groom’s chairs. At his side, Sophia beamed. “He is the traitor,” I shouted loud and clear.

      The room fell completely silent. All eyes zeroed in on the King. The King looked at the Baron, then at me on the horse. The Queen caught my eye and nodded a “go on” sort of nod.

      “I have evidence, Your Majesty. And witnesses.”

      “What is this? Who are you? What is this evidence? Who are these witnesses?” The King sounded more desperate with every question.

      “I am a witness.” Sophia stepped forward. She looked so queenly in her enormous golden skirts that the Baron appeared small and puny, even with all his ruffles and lace. “Please Your Majesties to hear what she has to say. This is Katherine Watson, my most intimate friend, and I will speak for her truthfulness.”

      “As will I!” A shock wave went through the pews as everyone turned to see Frederick standing in the doorway with Tom Tippery, Jack Hornsby and a dozen armed men at his back. They looked fierce, panting and sweating and with the fire of justice in their eyes.

      The Baron stepped forward, his glowing charcoal eyes full of bewilderment. “It can’t be. Why aren’t you locked away, getting fitted for your noose? You should be hanging by the time my wedding is finished!”

      “You monster!” Sophia shouted and stormed off the dais to stand beside her brother. “You never arrested Frederick, because he wasn’t even there the night of the banquet when you murdered the Earl. You arrested a stable hand.”

      The Baron went scarlet. “How dare you accuse me! You forget that I was not present when the Earl was murdered,” he growled, baring his teeth like a cornered tiger.

      “You know that’s a lie, and we can prove it!” I dropped to the ground and ran up the steps onto the dais. Yanking the woollen beard from my backpack, I waved it in the air for all to see. “Here is your Master Van Hoebeek, Your Majesty. Put him in his black sheep beard and you’ll see for yourself.”

      At first, no one moved. Then, in a split second, the Baron made a dart for the side door, and the King shouted, “Seize that man!”

      Two guardsmen dragged the Baron to the middle of the dais, before the King and in full view of every courtier in the place. His nostrils flared with anger. “This is madness, Your Majesty. Surely you’ll not be taken in by children and riff-raff.”

      “Madness or not, Baron, I will see you wear that beard.”

      I stepped forward, giving the beard along with the hat and wig to the guards. One of them fitted them onto the Baron then stepped back for the King to see.

      When he had taken a good look, he staggered backwards a step or two. “It looks the same as the man that did stand before me with talk of plots and witchcraft. But can it truly be?”

      “I have more evidence, Your Majesty.” I gave the guardsman the bottle and the letters. “These were taken from the Baron’s trunk in a room where he’s been hiding his secrets at Otterly Manor, along with Bessy Tippery who, by the way, only confessed because he threatened her.”

      The King’s skittish eyes flitted over the first letter. He held out his hand for the bottle, sniffed it, turned away. When he turned back, he looked frightful, every bit the angry Scotsman. His moustache twitched and his eyes bulged. When he spoke, his voice was more thunderous than the organ pipes. He raised his finger to the Baron. “I have had my fill of murderous plots. First that papish rogue Guy Fawkes. Now you?” His voice rose to a shout. “Is none of my kingdom’s nobility safe from plotters?” He turned away and brandished his hand in the air. “Guards! Arrest the Baron. Transport him immediately to the Tower to await sentence.”

      “Majesty, ’tis trickery!” The Baron screeched as the guards bound up his hands with ropes. “These fiends blind you with witchcraft!”

      “Silence! I will not listen to warnings of trickery from a master of deception.”

      The Baron shouted and struggled against the guards all the way down the aisle. He only stopped to curse and swear vengeance at the group of us standing around the horse in the middle of the church. Chances are, he never stopped screaming and cursing all the way to the Tower.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            The Earl’s Court

          

        

      

    

    
      What had begun as the most miserable day of my nearly twelve years ended as one of the happiest. Once the Baron was good and out of the way, the King publicly cleared Frederick of all accusations, then and there at the front of the church.

      Then, of course, Frederick insisted we return to the Manor where Digby and Bessy still sat in prison cells. Apparently, most of the Otterly Manor household servants had sided with Frederick when he’d turned up, and that was enough to keep the King’s guardsmen from doing anything rash. But they’d refused to set the prisoners free without the King’s orders.

      We led the procession of courtiers in their carriages up the lane and through the park to Otterly Manor. I rode Vagabond alongside Sophia who rode in the Queen’s carriage.

      “Just wait until Digby and Jack see you riding that horse as if he’s a show pony!” Sophia called out the window. She was dressed like a little queen, but she giggled as merrily as a child at Christmas. I could see she was enormously relieved by the way she couldn’t stop beaming at everybody, but especially at Frederick and me.

      

      The guards released Digby and Bessy immediately once the King gave the command. Digby clasped Frederick’s hand and hugged Sophia and me. Bessy and Tom wept in each other’s arms. But it soon became clear that the two prisoners hadn’t been quite as miserable in their cells as we’d all feared. The two of them kept close together and kept giving each other dreamy glances. I’d seen Charlie make the same disgusting faces at his high-school sweetheart.

      We knew something was definitely up when King James not only pardoned Digby for his crime of dressing in courtier’s clothing (Frederick explained that Digby acted on his orders), but offered to make him a steward at the palace for showing such loyalty to his lord.

      “I need more men in my service like you whom I can trust with my life,” the King said. “Pack up your effects and you may join my court when we take our leave on the morrow.”

      Digby gaped like a fish. Then he took one look at Bessy and knelt before the King. “Your Majesty does me the greatest honour. But, if it please Your Highness, I think I’ve had my fill of Court life. Prison and near death changes a man. Makes him think about what he really wants in life.” His eyes darted over to Bessy then returned to the King. “I’d prefer to go back to work in the stables, if I may, Your Highness. Earn an honest wage … enough to provide one day for a wife and children.” He shot Bessy another sheepish glance. Her cheeks went pink.

      The King hadn’t missed the look between them. “With my blessing.”  He leant down as if confiding in Digby, but spoke loud enough for us all to hear. “But I believe ’tis not my permission, but rather the maid’s father’s you have need of.”

      Digby blushed then and grinned like a jester. He got up off his knees and went to Tom who’d been watching the whole comical episode. “Master Tippery, I haven’t any fineries to offer her, but I promise to treat Bess just like the lady she is.”

      Tom took his daughter’s hand and joined it to Digby’s. “If your love could blossom in a prison cell, I have no doubt it will flourish ever after.” Bessy kissed her father’s cheek while Frederick and Jack slapped Digby hard on the back.

      Everyone was in a holiday mood and ready to celebrate. It seemed a pity to waste the seven-course wedding feast the Baron had ordered, especially when Mary Hayes and her crew of kitchen hands had laboured day and night to prepare it. So Frederick — Earl Frederick that is — declared an Exoneration Feast, and invited the entire household, servants and all, to join in!

      Sophia and I twirled each other around when Frederick announced there would be music and dancing, though at that point, I was more excited about the food. I still hadn’t eaten since the day before. Sophia noticed how pale I was and ordered soup, bread and cheese to be brought to me in the bedchamber while we discussed the important business of what to wear to the feast.

      It felt heavenly to be back in the red bedchamber again. Everything was back to normal. Sophia and I chattered away and laughed at any and every little thing. Britannia stretched out in front of the hearth on the Turkish rug. It seemed as if the Baron and the past two horrific days were no more than a bad dream fading from memory.

      While I gobbled down my soup, a maid came in to deliver the good news that the Countess was improving since the Queen stopped her “medicine”. She would see us both in the morning. She’d heard the whole story about the Baron and wanted to thank the little maid who had done so much for her household.

      “How I do hope Nurse Joan is waiting on the Countess in the morning,” Sophia said. “She deserves all the humble pie she gets.”

      I sighed. “I think Nurse Joan would be happy never to lay eyes on my devil-kissed hair ever again.” We laughed until I was choking on soup.

      Tatty and Elinor were in a chirpy mood when they came to help us dress, possibly because the new Earl had invited them to the feast as well. They removed Sophia’s wedding dress, which weighed as much as a full-grown rhinoceros. She exchanged it for a simple, pale blue silk one. I traded my kitchen maid uniform for my old yellow velvet gown, and we were ready.

      “I’ll see you on the dance floor!” I said when we’d got to the bottom of the Great Staircase.

      “Katie, you jest! Of course you are to sit at High Table with the rest of us. This is an Exoneration Feast. Nobody would have been exonerated today if it weren’t for you.” She took my hand. “You are the guest of honour.”

      That evening was perfection. All of my fondest acquaintances from Otterly Manor were there — Digby with Bessy, Jack Hornsby, Tom — all mixed in among the courtiers and having a whale of a time. We ate the Baron’s choice dishes, toasted the new Earl, and danced until the sun went down and the firelight cast its dreamy spell.

      But something pestered at the back of my mind all evening, even as I danced and ate and laughed. The images I’d conjured the night before of my family kept pushing into my mind’s eye, and I kept pushing them back again. Only when I lay in bed with Sophia breathing peacefully beside me, did the feeling crash over me like an ocean breaker. There was no mistaking that deep, hollow ache. I was homesick.

      Now that I had done the thing I thought I had come to do, what next? I loved Sophia like a sister, and Frederick and Digby had become almost like brothers to me. But nothing could replace my own life, my family. I closed my eyes and let the pictures come into full focus. When I woke, my heart felt as heavy as a pail full of water.
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      The morning sun veiled the forests and meadows of Otterly Park in silver gossamer when the household lined up outside the gatehouse to send off the Royal Court.

      One by one, the carriages paraded up the hill to carry away their lords and ladies to the next great house on the royal tour. Frederick did his duty as host like a pro, graciously thanking each and every member of the Court by name and offering his future hospitality. When at last the royal carriage topped the hill, its wheel spokes glistening gold, the King and Queen themselves offered their goodbyes.

      When the King came to me, he said a civil farewell, and I curtseyed back. But the Queen smiled with real warmth and offered me her hand. This time I was prepared, but before I could bend over to kiss it, she gave mine a gentle shake. Her eyes twinkled. “I do not know the family Watson, but I hope you will give your parents my regard and tell them the Queen says their daughter does them great credit.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I managed to peep as I curtseyed low.

      As we watched the royal carriage disappear behind the park’s bracken curtains, Sophia linked her arm through mine, and we meandered back under the gatehouse archway. “The Queen is right, you know. You do your family great credit. And a family with so noble a daughter deserves to have her with them again.”

      “Then what about you?” I argued, afraid that admitting my homesickness might let loose the knot forming in my throat. “You’re the one who’s truly noble. I don’t think I’d have married the Baron for anything! Doesn’t your family deserve to have you back as well?”

      Sophia smiled. “I have family here.” She gave Frederick, walking alongside the steward, a look full of pride and admiration. But concern filled her face when she turned back to me. “Katie, tell me. Something weighs on your mind. You have brought happiness to all of us at Otterly Manor. I wish so much I could help you find your own.”

      We sat down on a bench in the grassy courtyard. The knot in my throat kept getting tighter. “Oh Sophia, I know I have to make the most of my circumstances, and you’re all like family to me, but …” One insistent tear squeezed its way out and fell into my lap.

      “But Katie, you have made the most of the very worst of circumstances. And now you wish for home. That is not ingratitude. It is only natural in all creatures blessed with a heart to long for home.”

      “I’m not sure that … that there is a way back home.” I wiped my eyes as another tear swelled up, ready to take the last one’s place. “I spoke to Tom, but he doesn’t exactly seem to know how the magic worked, or how to make it work again. It all comes down to these strange paints he bought off some woman, and heart’s desires and … oh I don’t know.”

      Sophia offered me her handkerchief and waited for me to blow my nose before she spoke. “I’m not sure there’s a way either, Katie. But you mustn’t give up hope. I spoke to Tom last night too.” Still wiping my nose, I gave her a questioning side look. “Yes. Last night while you were dancing with Frederick. He has an idea, and I believe it is worth a try.”

      

      We took our time walking to Tom’s wagon, enjoying the sun puddles beneath the trees, the smell of sweet grass, the hilarious sight of Tannia stalking up behind unsuspecting deer only to lunge out of the bracken and send them springing far and wide. Most of all, we enjoyed being two friends out on a summer’s walk with a dog and not a single worry of nurses, maids or tutors calling after us to come inside at once and behave like little grown-ups.

      We found Tom in his usual spot, concentrating over his easel before  a smouldering fire that sent up those familiar wisps of smoke.

      Tom spared a quick glance in our direction, then returned to the painting. “To what do I owe the honour of a visit from two such fine ladies?”

      I stopped to cradle Vagabond’s nose before plopping down beside the fire in a not-so-lady-like manner. “We’ve just come for a visit. What are you painting now?”

      “Oh it’s just a little experiment really. In fact, I’d value your advice.”

      “My advice? Sophia’s the better artist. You should see her birds!”

      Sophia shook her yellow head modestly and gracefully sat on the stump beside me. “You know, Tom, Frederick would gladly give you quarters in the Manor. Now the Court has gone, there are plenty of rooms.”

      “The Earl is exceedingly generous,” Tom answered. “I hear he has also offered Digby and Bessy a cottage on the grounds once they are wed. But I confess, I have grown too fond of the tranquillity in this glade.” He nodded his head towards Vagabond. “He seems content here away from the crowds as well.”

      “Then you need never move your wagon from this spot,” Sophia said.

      “What will you do now?” I asked. “With Bessy settled at Otterly Manor, surely you won’t wish to travel for work any longer.”

      Placing his paintbrush down, Tom took off his cloth cap and turned it in his hands. “My wrongs have been mercifully righted. My daughter is provided for. What more could a man wish for than that?”

      “But you deserve to be a true master painter,” I insisted. “I’ve never seen nicer paintings than yours.”

      Tom smiled but kept his eyes down. “It is kind of you to say so. Coincidentally, the Queen expressed some interest in my work and requested a piece for her salon. Who knows what may come of it.”

      “Is that what you’re working on now?” I pried. “The piece you want advice on? Can we have a look?” I squeezed past Sophia to walk around Tom and have a look over his shoulder. “Is that … me?”

      I looked up and caught Sophia smiling.

      “This piece is for something far more important than the Queen’s salon,” Tom said, adding a stroke of red to my portrait’s hair. Only then did I notice he was using paints from the wooden box. The swirling colours took life on the canvas. The strands of my hair almost seemed to be waving in a soft breeze.

      “This is Tom’s idea,” Sophia explained. “A family portrait. Your family portrait.”

      “And now you see why I rely on your advice,” Tom added. “For I have never seen your family.”

      “Wait,” I said, trying to get a grip on what was happening. “You think that if you, with my help, paint my family all together, the painting will take me home when I look at it?”

      Tom shrugged apologetically. “I cannot promise it will work, but it was the best I could come up with.”

      “Try, Katie,” Sophia urged.

      I took a deep breath. “Alright. I’ll do my best. What shall I do?”

      “Just describe them, one by one, as best you can.”

      So for the next hour, I sat on the log with my eyes squeezed tightly shut, remembering all the mental portraits I’d painted of my family over and over again in the last day and a half. There was Dad with his messy auburn hair and stubbly chin; Mum, tall with strawberry hair like mine and dimples like Nan’s; then Charlie with his signature sideways grin. I described every detail I could think of while Sophia picked up a lute propped against the wagon and strummed quietly. Meanwhile, Tom dashed stroke after stroke of paint onto his canvas.

      At last I ran out of things to describe. Tom added a few finishing touches and sat back to examine. “I’d ask you to tell me what you think, but there’s a risk you won’t get the chance to answer once you look.”

      I gulped. On the one hand, the idea of looking at that canvas and nothing happening was too terrible to imagine. But on the other hand, the idea of being whisked back to the twenty-first century and leaving behind all the friends I’d come to love forever …

      I turned around slowly, afraid to look at Sophia. She had stopped strumming and her eyes were brimming with tears. Still she smiled. “You’ve saved my life and many others besides. Now your life is waiting, Katie.”

      “It may not work, you know,” I said through my own tears and ran to throw my arms around her. We stood there hugging and crying.

      Tannia’s nuzzle pressed against my side and she whimpered. “Here, Tannia.” Sophia released me to remove my bag and take from it the ball sling and spare tennis ball. I knelt and held it out in my arms as if offering a sword to a knight. “This is for you. I’m leaving it in Sophia’s care.” I handed it over to Sophia, and we both laughed through our tears. There was a stamp and whinny from behind. I wiped my eyes. Vagabond must’ve sensed it was goodbye. He pranced and reared his head in agitation.

      Sophia let me go to him. I put my arms around his colossal head and leaned my head against his strong, smooth neck. “Thank you,” I whispered. “You have a good life now. And no more pigeon smashing.” I kissed his nose and turned away quickly.

      The tears poured out in an unstoppable stream now so that Tom’s face in front of me looked like an impressionist painting. But I could see his eyes were smiling. He put a handkerchief into my hand. “Best dry those eyes. You’ll need them clear if it is to work.”

      I dried up the tears, taking deep, slow breaths to try and stop more from welling up.

      “Better?”

      Now the twinkle in Tom’s eye was perfectly clear. I nodded, then saw that he held his closed hand out to me. “What’s this?” I asked.

      He gently took my hand and placed a small, smooth object into it. “A memory.”

      In my hand was a golden chain and locket. I opened it up and had to hold my breath to keep the tears from starting all over again. On one side of the locket was a miniature portrait of two girls standing side-by-side, one with golden hair, the other with strawberry blonde. In the other half, there was a tiny portrait of a big, black horse.

      I felt Tom watching, waiting for some response, but I couldn't speak a word. I flung my arms around his neck instead. He gently patted my head with his rough hand. “Come,” he whispered. “’Tis time.”

      I took hold of Sophia’s hand and clasped it tightly. Together we walked around the easel. I shut my eyes for one last breath, then …

      I was looking at my family’s faces. There they all were, gathered around me and as lifelike as if it had been a photograph. I felt the urge to touch them, to see if they felt as real as they looked. I reached out my hand to touch the canvas, and I fell. Through browns and greens of the forest, through golden light, the colours swirled and danced all around me like the paints in Tom’s box. And then the world stopped and stood still.

      When I opened my eyes — but when had I closed them? — I sat gripping my knees in a pool of light. I was in the secret chamber. There was the rusty old chest, just as before. And there on the wall in front of me was Tom’s painting. For just a moment, I wondered if I’d hit my head and imagined the whole thing up. But as I was about to reach up and feel my forehead for bumps, I realised I was clutching something smooth and round in my palm. It was a gold locket.
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      Pop rolled down the car window at the ticket kiosk and handed the girl in the uniform his membership card. She digitally scanned it and handed it back. “Enjoy your visit to Otterly Manor,” she said, flashing a metallic smile from her braces. The gates opened automatically, and we drove into the park.

      “You know, Katie,” Pop said to me in the rear-view mirror, “Your Nan and I hoped you’d enjoy this place, but we worried it might be a tad … well, boring for you. We’re so pleased you liked it well enough to want to bring your parents.”

      “I know,” Mum chimed in. “Who knew our Katie was such a keen historian!”

      “Otterly Manor,” Dad repeated to himself like he was trying to recall something. “That’s it! I’d almost forgotten! You won’t believe what a small world it is, but I actually read something about a murder mystery that took place in this house at a museum in Edinburgh. I’m sorry you weren’t with us, Katie. I know how much you would’ve enjoyed it.”

      “It’s alright. A girl can’t expect to go on an adventure every summer,” I answered, watching the park go by out my window. “But what was it you read about Otterly Manor, Dad?”

      “Oh right. Well apparently, there was a great mystery surrounding the Earl’s death back in Tudor Stuart times.”

      “Is that so?” Pop asked, pulling into a space in the gravel car park.

      “It turned out he was murdered by his own brother in disguise as a painter. And what’s more, it was a young serving girl who solved the mystery. Now there’s some interesting history for you, Katie. Just like something out of Sherlock Holmes.”

      “Yup,” I said, jumping out of the car and taking stock of the familiar rolling, bracken-covered hills.

      Oscar squirmed at Pop’s heels while he rummaged around the boot of the car for something. “Now where did I put that ball sling? I must be going senile.” Pop scratched his bald patch. “Sorry, Oscar. Just walkies today.”

      I bit my lip and took off towards the field on the stable-side of the house with Oscar.

      After a walk around the park, we stopped for a spot of tea and cake in the old prison, now converted into the café. Frederick would be pleased with this change at least, I thought, filling my nostrils with the scrumptious aroma of fresh scones.

      Mum and I made a quick visit to the café loos before taking on the house proper. I stopped outside the men’s loo and gaped in disbelief at the door. The Baron’s portrait hung from it, but instead of the ribbon across the top inscribed Second Earl of Dorset, there was only a wooden plaque with the word “Gents” printed on it.

      “The ladies’ is this side, Katherine,” Mum said when she realised I had fallen back.

      “Oh, right,” I answered, and waited until she’d turned around to indulge in a quick heel click.

      Finally we entered the house, starting the self-guided tour at the Great Hall which was once again faded and smelled of old things. But my heart leapt all the same remembering the sensation of dancing by firelight to the sweet music wafting down from the musician’s box.

      “Would you like a children’s guide, ducky?” The old man held it out to me in his shaky hand. “There’s a prize if you find all the objects.”

      I took it and found myself naturally curtseying. “Thank you,” I said, quickly pretending to bend down to tie my shoe.

      As we walked along, our footsteps echoing in the lifeless, empty room, I explained to Mum and Dad about the High Table and the servants’ tables. “The most important people would have sat up there, where the portrait of the Second Earl is hung.” The painting was very like Frederick, though a slightly older, even more dashing version of him. “Of course, the family only ate in here on special occasions, banquets and feasts and the like. Then there’d be live music and theatrical performances … Did you know Shakespeare’s company performed Macbeth here for King James?”

      “My, Katie. You certainly have learned a lot!” Nan exclaimed. “Next time I must pick up one of those children’s guides.”

      In the Billiard Gallery, Nan and Pop drew Mum and Dad over to the china cabinet. I was happy to break away on my own and have a moment just to take in the place. Naturally, my feet took me down to the other end of the long gallery where the secret chamber was hidden. An elderly couple occupied the corner with the Green Man. I waited my turn, pretending to look out the windows at the park.

      “Pardon me.” The elderly man waved to the stocky volunteer, and she eagerly waddled over. “We were wondering, can you tell us the meaning of this peculiar object the girl’s holding in this portrait?” Peeking over my shoulder, I saw they were standing right in front of a portrait of Sophia! Britannia sat upright by her side with Sophia’s hand resting on her head. Cradled in her other arm, was the ball sling.

      A laugh escaped me before I could stop it, which made the volunteer turn and glare before launching into her smug explanation. “Yes, of course. That is a … um …. Well obviously it’s some sort of … it’s a riding whip. Yes, you see young ladies were expected to be good at riding horseback. By including the whip, the artist has drawn our attention to this young lady’s accomplishments and suitability for marriage.”

      “How very interesting,” the elderly man commented.

      I curled my lips inward to keep from laughing again and didn’t dare step away from the window until the couple, and the volunteer, had moved on. Only then could I visit with my dear friend in peace. Though it didn’t do her justice, it was a beautiful portrait. No longer did Sophia wear a sad expression. She smiled. I smiled back at her and noticed a signature on the bottom of the painting: Master Thomas Tippery.

      “Well done, Tom,” I whispered as if somehow he could hear me.

      

      Back in the car, I leaned my head against the window and listened to my family chat about ordinary old stuff. I sighed, but it wasn’t an unhappy sigh. There was something so delicious about the ordinary. When I got back to the farmhouse, I would write to Charlie and tell him all the ordinary things I’d been up to that summer … and maybe one day I’d tell him about the extraordinary things as well.

      As the gates opened and we left Otterly Park, Dad patted my knee. “I’m glad you took us, Katie. It’s amazing what you can learn in an old house like that.”

      I smiled out the window as if Sophia could see me and share in the joke.

      “It sure is.” And as I said it, my fingers wrapped around the golden locket hanging around my neck, a treasured secret resting close to my heart.
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      Researching for this book was an adventure almost as exciting as Katie’s. The story of the Cherokee People is older than memory, many-layered and carries on to this very day.

      The characters in this book are fictional, but many are based on real-life people. The places too are real along with the Cherokee legends that haunt them.

      I hope that as you, the Reader, venture back in time with Katie, you will find the ancient and living world of the Cherokees as magically mysterious as I have.

      To discover more of this book’s “behind-the-scenes” story, visit mezblume.com and sign up for my newsletter!
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            Dear Sophia

          

        

      

    

    
      October 1st, 2018

      

      
        
        Dear Sophia,

        

        Can you believe it’s been nearly four months since we first met at Otterly Manor? My first few weeks of middle school have honestly flown by. I’m glad too. It’s not that I haven’t made any friends, but there’s nobody who can compare with you.

        

      

      “REEK!”

      I put down my pen with an exasperated look at the guinea pig hutch where two sets of eyes stared at me out of two fat blobs of hair. “Don’t be jealous,” I consoled Fergie and Francis. “You two are wonderful friends. It’s just, sometimes a girl needs a human friend who’s interested in more than just pellets and lettuce.” The guinea pigs stared at me dumbly, twitching their noses and clearly not grasping the weight of my problem at all.

      I shook my head. The truth was, there was nobody at school or in the whole modern world that I felt as close to as I had felt to Sophia. After all, we’d been through a lot together last summer, solving a murder, beating Baron Black Sheep at his own game—stuff like that bonded people for life. The only problem was, my life had returned back to normal, back to modern times. Sophia’s was still, well, back then.  I was certain I would never find another friend like her. So I’d taken to writing her letters in my journal. I know it sounds slightly insane, but I honestly felt like she could hear the words I was writing… like she was really out there somewhere, not just in a spirit way, but in a real-life flesh-and-blood way, and not … in the past.

      Of course, I didn’t send the letters anywhere. I hadn’t gone so mental as to think the postal service could deliver to the year 1606.  But I kept them safe in my journal for her, and I never ever let myself dwell on what I knew, deep down, was the horrible truth: my best friend had already grown up without me. She’d probably got married and had kids. Maybe she’d even told them about our adventures together. I would never know. I didn’t want to know. I preferred just to imagine my friend as I knew her: the brave, kind, golden-haired twelve-year-old Sophia who had become like the sister I never had.

      “REEK!”

      The guinea pigs brought me back to my room once again.

      “Stop interrupting, would you? I’m trying to think.” I chewed the end of my pen, trying to think of what to write next. My eyes drifted over to the shelf of riding ribbons and trophies. Just last week, I’d had to make room for a shiny new silver cup. And I’d completely forgotten to tell Sophia about it!

      
        
        I forgot to tell you, I’m coming along really well in my riding. I competed again last week and won second place overall! It feels amazing to be back in the riding ring, and of course it’s all thanks to you and Vagabond.

        

      

      Instinctively, I pried open the gold locket around my neck and smiled at the miniature paintings — one of Sophia and me, the other of a giant black stallion.

      
        
        How is he, anyway? Hope he’s behaving himself and has given up stomping pigeons for good.

        

      

      There was a rap on the door. I rushed to shut my journal, then shoved it under my pillow. Grabbing a book off my night stand, I opened it to a random page and leaned back as if I’d been casually reading the whole time. “Come in!” I called out in my best lazy-bored voice.

      Mum pushed open the door, folded her arms and leaned against the door frame, obviously wanting to talk about something.

      “Oh, hey, Mum.” I had the terrible feeling she knew I was hiding something.

      “What are you getting up to in here?” she asked in an overly casual way. Yep. She was definitely on to me.

      “Oh just… nothing.” I turned the page of The Pale Horse and tried to look caught up in the story.

      “Nothing is the one thing you never do, Miss Busy Body. And didn’t you finish that book last weekend?”

      “Yea, but…” I had to think fast. “You know how mysteries are. After you find out who’s done it, you want to go back and find all the clues that you should’ve picked up on the first time around.”

      Mum gave me a sideways stare, then shrugged, much to my relief. The last thing I needed was for my family to discover I wrote letters to a pen-pal four centuries away. I’d never told a living soul what happened to me last summer. Sometimes I wanted to, but I was pretty sure they’d never believe it, and that would just make things worse. It’s lonely enough keeping a secret like that without people thinking you’re batty on top of it. That journal was a secret I intended to keep.

      “So, what’s up?” I asked, eager to keep Mum off the scent of what I’d really been doing.

      “Oh, uh…” was it just me, or was Mum the one looking slightly guilty now? “I have some bad news.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Charlie emailed to say he’s been invited to go backpacking with friends. He’s really sorry to miss the camping trip.”

      I turned my attention back to the page I’d been pretending to read. The Fall Break camping trip was a family tradition. I’d never gone without my older brother. This was rubbish news, but, I had to admit, not entirely surprising. Charlie had kept his word and had written to me every week since he’d gone off to university in Scotland; but lately his letters had featured a certain “friend” called Moira more than anything else. I guess I had a hunch he wouldn’t be in a hurry to come home for the two-week autumn holiday. “Oh well,” I replied, knowing Mum was holding her breath to see how upset I’d be.

      “There’s some… other news,” she said after a minute’s pause.

      I looked up, a little worried by the tone of her voice.

      “I just got off the phone to Auntie Virginia.” She paused, taking a sudden interest in tidying up the pile of riding clothes on my floor. I smelled a rat.

      “And… what did Auntie Virginia say?”

      “Well,” Mum chimed as she placed the freshly folded stack of clothes on top of my dresser, “it’s rather good news, actually. I told her about our camping trip and how unfortunate it was that Charlie couldn’t make it, and how you’d be stuck with just Dad and me, and…”

      “And?”

      “And she decided then and there to send Imogen over from London in a couple of weeks to join us. It’s her half-term break as well. Auntie Virginia thought she’d be good company for you, and it might be a good cultural experience for her.”

      The Pale Horse dropped into my lap at the same moment my mouth fell open. “You’re not serious?” I asked, sure this had to be a bad joke. If Sophia was the sister I’d never had, Imogen was the sister I’d never wanted.

      “Katie!” Mum scolded as if it were any surprise I was not ecstatic about the news that my snobby cousin was coming to spoil our camping trip. “You know, I really thought you’d matured beyond this. All I ask is that you try to get on with Imogen. Auntie Ginny and I are as different as two sisters can be, yet we were still each other’s closest ally growing up. It only takes a little effort—”

      “Mum, I do try, but it’s impossible to get on with her. She’s only a year older than I am, and she thinks she’s the queen of the whole world!”

      “Well just bear in mind, Kit-Kat, that maybe Imogen’s had a rather harder time of it than you have.”

      “But … What?”

      Mum held up a hand. “I get that she’s not your ideal friend. But that doesn’t change the fact that she’s family. No matter your differences.” Mum cast me a just-think-about-that kind of look and left the room, pulling the door shut behind her.

      With a groan, I face planted into my pillow. I’d think about it, all right. What did she mean Imogen’s had a harder time of it? A harder time of what? Of life? Yea, right. The Humphreys family lived in a huge mansion in London and jetted off on amazing holidays all the time. Imogen got everything she wanted and never wasted an opportunity to brag about it. She wouldn’t have survived a day against Nurse Joan or the Baron. She had no idea what it was like to leave her best friend four hundred years in the past. I was sure Imogen didn’t know the meaning of hardship. She had the perfect life, and I was going to have to spend two solid weeks hearing her rub it in.

      There was only one place to go for consolation. I pulled my journal out from under my pillow and flicked open to the page I’d been scribbling on before.

      
        
        Sophia, I so wish you were here right now.

        

      

      I stopped writing and tried to imagine what Sophia would say in this situation. I knew the answer, and it made me wince with shame. Sophia would treat Imogen with the perfect manners and thoughtfulness with which she treated everyone, even Nurse Joan. Sophia would find a thousand reasons to be grateful rather than complain about her own difficulties.

      I lay back on my pillow and watched the ceiling fan whirl round and round. “I’ll do my best, Sophia.” But as I spoke the words, a hollow ache filled the pit of my stomach. There was no escaping the dreadful truth. Sophia was not there. I would have to face two whole weeks of cousin Imogen on my own.
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            Unwanted Company

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, Imogen, tell us about your new school. Is an all-girls boarding school as scary as it sounds?”

      Dad had been peppering Imogen with friendly questions from the start of our eleven-hour car journey from Pennsylvania – where I live – to Tennessee, a journey which gave me the opportunity to observe the strange creature who sat beside me in the back. The old Imogen might have been loud and bossy, but at least she looked and smelled normal. But it’d been a whole day since Imogen had arrived from London, and I could still hardly recognise her behind the gobs of makeup, the dizzying smell of cherry lip balm and the very badly dyed hair. Also, the new Imogen had a nasty habit of rolling her eyes at absolutely everything.

      In a lazy, bored sort of voice, the new Imogen finally answered. “Boarding school’s amazing, actually. I get to hang out with my friends like all the time. I share a room with my best friend, Poppy. She’s practicing to become a beautician some day. She did my hair herself.” She gave her streaky blonde and black locks a toss.

      “Is that so?” Mum asked, a little too enthusiastically.

      “Yea. She’s a real artist,” Imogen answered.

      I snorted. I wasn’t sure the mess on Imogen’s head could be called “art.” It looked more like a practical joke to me.

      “Katie’s made some nice friends at her new school too.” I caught Dad’s eye in the rear-view mirror, clearly giving me the hint that I should take over the conversation with Imogen.

      “Yes, Katie. Why don’t you tell Imogen about your new school?” Mum chimed in cheerfully.

      I shot a glare at my plotting parents in the mirror and shrugged. “Oh… there’s really nothing much to tell.”

      Imogen smacked her cherry lip balm lips and gave me a pitying look as if I were the saddest person she’d ever seen in her life. “I’m not surprised. Primary school is so lame. It doesn’t get interesting until you move up to secondary school.”

      “I’m not in primary school,” I corrected. “It’s called middle school in America.”

      “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes, flicked her streaky hair and started swiping through pictures on her smart phone.

      Carefully ignoring Mum and Dad’s scolding looks in the mirror, I took my detective novel out of my bag and dived in.  They might force me to share our camping trip with Imogen, but they couldn’t force us to become friends. There was no getting around it. We might be cousins, but Imogen and I were as different as two cousins could be.

      

      We stiffly made our way back to the car after lunch at a roadside diner where Imogen had made a show of looking disgusted at everything on her plate, then pushing it away and claiming not to be hungry. Meantime, she had gone from bored to outright cranky. “Uncle Peter, why exactly are we driving all the way from Pennsylvania to Tennessee just to go camping? I mean, people do camp closer to where you live, right?”

      “Well, that’s my fault, I’m afraid,” Dad said apologetically, as he rifled through his pockets for the car keys. “My family comes from that neck of the woods. I thought it’d be a good opportunity to trace my roots.”

      Imogen made her disgusted face again. “Wait, your family were like, hillbillies?”

      Behind Dad’s back, I smacked myself on the forehead. I knew just what was coming.

      Dad chuckled. “You could say that. Some of my ancestors were Scottish. The others Cherokee Indian. I’ve been doing some research into the Cherokee side ….”

      Once Dad got started talking about his Native American roots, there would be no stopping him, possibly for hours. Before Imogen knew what had hit her, Dad had opened the trunk, dug up his family archive from his duffle bag, and was flipping through the pages of yellowed old records, photographs and certificates, completely unaware of the glazed-over look on Imogen’s face as he held up bits of scraps for her to examine.

      Even I glazed over when Dad got going like this. I had to do something. “Dad, don’t you think we should get back on the road?”

      The spell was broken. “Good point, Kit-Kat,” he said, gingerly closing the dusty old scrapbook. “Tell you what. You girls can finish looking through this on the drive. It’ll make those last six hours fly by.”

      I grimaced as Dad dumped the weight of his dusty, treasured scrapbook into my arms.

      Imogen leaned away from it as if the thing might strike out at her with a tomahawk. “Uh, I get carsick. Maybe I can look at it another time.”

      “Don’t worry about that, Immy.” Dad patted her on the shoulder. “There will be plenty of time once we get to Tennessee.”

      

      It was dinner time before Dad announced we’d arrived in the small town near our campsite. The scrapbook lay on the seat between Imogen and me, carefully untouched for the whole six hours. I pulled myself out of my mystery novel to take a look out the window. We’d been on country roads past farms and through dense forest for the past couple of hours at least. Now we’d pulled into what was almost a patch of civilisation… not exactly a town, but a street lined with diners, motels and shops advertising local crafts, baked goods and hiking gear. Dad stopped the car in front of a small country convenience store.

      “Thought we’d stock up with some survival supplies before we head to the campsite,” he said over his shoulder. “You know, things like Twizzlers and Twinkies.”

      Imogen groaned and rubbed her eyes. “Ow.” She winced. “My foot is completely dead.”

      “Why don’t you girls stretch your legs?” Mum suggested. “You can explore the Native American craft shop while we grab some supplies.”

      At that suggestion, Imogen, of course, rolled her eyes.

      

      A bell jingled as we entered the door of a dimly-lit shop that smelled strongly of incense. I turned on the spot, letting my eyes adjust and taking in the odd assortment of objects that covered the walls and shelves, everything from animal hides to beaded jewelry, toy bows and arrows and neon-dyed feather headdresses.

      “This is so primitive,” Imogen muttered into a basket full of cornhusk dolls.

      “Can I help you?”

      We whirled around in sync to face the man who had crept up behind us so silently. He wore a long ponytail and a very serious expression. Had he heard Imogen’s remark? Maybe that’s why he looked so surly.

      “No thanks,” I answered as brightly as I could. “We’re just having a look around.”

      “You’ve been to Cherokee Country before?” he asked in a tone as serious as his expression.

      I shook my head. “First time. My dad’s family come from here. He’s part Cherokee.”

      At that remark, the man raised an eyebrow. “A red-headed Cherokee. It happens in a blue moon.” He sauntered over to a counter and picked up a thin booklet. “Here.” I took the booklet and read the cover. Cherokee Legends, it said.  “You’re part Cherokee. You should learn our stories. It helps you understand the people.”

      “I’ll have to ask my dad for some money…”

      “It’s a gift,” he said flatly. “To learn your Cherokee heritage.”

      I thanked the man for the gift and followed Imogen back out into the still-warm evening sunlight.

      “Find anything interesting?” Dad called out over the brown paper bag in his arms. “Some Indian jewelry perhaps?”

      “Not really my cup of tea,” Imogen muttered under her breath.

      “The shopkeeper gave me this thing.” I held out the booklet and examined the cover again. In the light, I could make out the weird illustration of a vicious-looking snake with horns on its head encircling a Native American man with a stone raised high in one hand.

      “Ah, Cherokee Legends, huh? That’s great, Katie! You can read us some stories around the campfire tonight.”

      I didn’t even need to look to know Imogen was rolling her eyes as she climbed back into the car. I stuffed the Cherokee booklet into my rucksack, pulled out my mystery novel instead and disappeared behind its cover. I still had two whole weeks of her rolling eyes to look forward to. I would just have to find ways of ignoring them.
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            The Cave

          

        

      

    

    
      “Isn’t this just what heaven must look like? How about those bright red sugar maples, eh, Katie?” Dad plopped down on a stump and put his hands behind his head with a satisfied sigh. I plopped down on a mossy patch of earth beside him feeling exhausted. Camp had gone up quickly enough, but with no help from Imogen. While Dad and I pitched the tent and Mum collected firewood, Imogen had walked around in circles trying to track down a satellite signal for her smart phone.

      “I think you’re more likely to pick up smoke signals out here than phone signals, Immy,” Dad called to her as she desperately waved the phone towards the sky. “You know, I can just about hear the river in the distance. Why don’t you girls go explore? You can bring back some water while you’re at it.” He handed me a bucket and the water purifier. “I’ll chop these logs and get a fire going before you get back.”

      I threw my rucksack over my shoulder and scooped up the bucket and filter. “Ready?”

      Imogen looked like she’d rather sit in poison ivy than go exploring, but she finally pulled herself up and moseyed after me.

      We trudged down a pebbly, fern-lined path that wound its way down a slope through yellow poplars, feathery hemlocks and jungly rhododendron bushes, all the while following the course of a little brook. Eventually, where the slope levelled out, the brook tumbled into a river that ran through the wooded valley.

      I looked up and down the river until I spotted a shoal that jetted out over the water. “This looks good,” I said, stepping gingerly over the moss-covered rocks with the bucket in hand. I squatted down and lowered the water filter into the glassy, churning water, shuddering as the shock of coldness rose up my arm.

      Imogen kept a good distance between herself and the water, swatting at gnats and jumping at every little noise, from crows cawing to squirrels scurrying up the trees. She could not have looked more out of place in the middle of a forest if she’d been a red telephone booth.

      “Is this your family’s idea of a relaxing holiday?” she asked, taking a few wobbly steps closer across the river rocks.

      I let my eyes travel up and down the tranquil, sparkling river and took in a deep, earthy breath of mountain air. “Yup.”

      “Last year we went to Dubai. Mum and I did tons of shopping, and Dad went to meetings or did work by the pool.” She paused to smack at the gnats attacking her legs. “It’s so weird, isn’t it?” Smack. “I mean, our parents are nothing alike. Your dad is so… rugged.” Smack.

      “Well,” I shrugged, though inwardly expanding with pride, “he used to be a mountaineer, back when he met Mum. He pretty much lived in the woods back then.” Now she pointed it out, it was strange Imogen’s family and mine should be so different considering our mums were sisters. “Doesn’t your dad ever take you camping?” I asked.

      “Pfff. My dad?” Smack. “My dad’s an investment banker. He never camps unless it’s on the floor of his office.”

      There was another minute of buzzing and slapping before she asked, “So how did your dad get to be a mountain man, or whatever?”

      “A mountaineer,” I corrected. “He’s always felt more at home in the outdoors. I guess it’s his Cherokee blood.”

      “I can’t believe your dad’s like, an actual Indian. That’s so … bizarre.”

      I didn’t answer. Truth be told, as much as I love my dad, I didn’t have that much of an opinion about our Cherokee heritage. Those shops of Indian knickknacks had nothing to do with me, and I certainly had no plan of digging through Dad’s musty old family archives.

      “This is seriously not fun,” Imogen whined, contorting to smack herself on the shoulder blade. “At this rate, there’s not gonna be anything left of me after two weeks.”

      “There will be if you use bug spray instead of hair spray,” I said under my breath. Part of me almost enjoyed watching Imogen suffer. Swatting gnats, her face flushed and sticky, she certainly didn’t look like the Queen of the World now. So what if she attended a posh school or could run circles around me on a hockey pitch? For once, she was the helpless one, and I was in charge, no longer the pathetic little cousin.

      My bucket was full. I wrapped up the filter and stuffed it into my shorts pocket, then bent down and heaved the bucket. As I hoisted it, water sloshing out the side onto my legs, I had a sudden flashback to last summer and my brief but painful career as a water maid. The memory felt sharp as a bee sting, as if I’d suddenly been whisked back to Otterly Manor, and it was Sophia standing there with her radiant smile and golden curls instead of Imogen looking cross and flustered. With a twinge of shame, I thought of Sophia’s motherly care when she first found me, hot, muddy and completely out of my depth in her world. She had reached out and been a true friend without even knowing me.

      I took a deep breath and tried to sound upbeat. “I think I hear a waterfall upstream. Wanna see if we can find it?”

      Imogen made a face of utter exasperation. “I don’t care,” she snapped. “Just get me away from these blood-sucking little monsters.”

      Leaving the bucket on the rock to collect on our way back, I led the way upstream, towards the faint rumbling sound. The path took us uphill, and soon the river’s banks rose steeply up on either side so that we were walking along a deep ravine with the river winding, gurgling and tumbling down little falls below.

      I have to hand it to Imogen, it was a tiring hike, but she stayed right on my heels. She’s always been good at sports, though I think the swarm of pursuing gnats especially motivated her. The crashing sound grew louder with each step until it drowned out all other forest sounds. Just around the next bend, we were both stopped by a fine mist moistening our faces. I lifted my eyes up from the trail, and up and up and up. The cascade must have been as tall as a six- or seven-story building. It thundered down into a foamy cauldron of rocks and rainbow mist.

      “Oh. My. Gosh.”

      “I know,” I agreed, my eyes fixed on the falls.

      “Oh my gosh. Oh my Gosh. OH MY GOSH!”

      Imogen’s uncharacteristic enthusiasm made me turn and look at her. That’s when I realised she hadn’t even noticed the waterfall. Her eyes were glued on some tree roots in the path. I tried to see what was so fascinating about them, then, quick as a wink, one of the roots moved. It coiled itself up into a cinnamon roll shape, and I knew exactly why Imogen had turned so white. She threw herself behind me, grabbed my arm and squeezed while peering over my shoulder. At the same time the snake drew its head back, making an S with its neck, and hissed.

      Imogen’s killer grip on my arm slackened. Before I could so much as take a step back away from the snake, she shot like a loose arrow up the trail, straight for the waterfall.

      “Imogen, careful!” I shouted. Forgetting the snake, I took off after her. “It’ll be super slippery up there!”

      She didn’t hear a word. With knees high, she sprinted, leaping over boulders and roots as if competing in a 100-meter hurdle race. She didn’t stop until she reached the slippery wet rock face that the waterfall spilled over.

      “Imogen, it’s ok!” I called. “The snake is way back there!”

      But she looked just like a trapped animal, eyes darting in every direction in search of an escape. Then, as I watched, she vanished, right behind the thundering waterfall.

      I caught up to the spot a few seconds later, sliding on stones covered in wet, green slime, and discovered, to my relief, the opening behind the waterfall. She had disappeared inside a cave. I found her just inside in a huddle, hugging her knees.

      “I. Hate. Snakes. More. Than anything.” The words came out in shaky bullets of breath.

      “Well, I’m pretty sure you outran it.” I decided best not to mention that there were very likely to be more snakes inside this damp, dark cave.

      Imogen didn’t seem to hear or see me. She just stared at her knees, eyes glazed over, rocking back and forth. This was taking over-reacting to a whole new level.  I took my water bottle from my rucksack and offered it to her. She gave a jerk with her head, so I had a swig instead. As it appeared I might be waiting some time for Imogen to get a grip, I figured I might as well have a wander around the cave.

      As my eyes adjusted to the dimness, I realised it was much bigger that I’d originally thought. Brushing the lichen-covered stone wall with my fingertips, I followed the curve of the cave deeper back, into a sort of alcove. A hole in the earth above allowed a shaft of hazy sunlight to spill onto the alcove floor. The earth looked worn smooth. Right in the middle was a pile of what looked like bits of singed charcoal and white dust. I crouched down to examine it and noticed, there in the shadows against the cave wall, a row of clay pots.

      “That is seriously primitive.”

      Imogen’s voice so unexpectedly close behind made me start and lose my balance. My hand flew out to catch my weight and knocked into one of the pots. It swivelled and crashed into the pot beside it, cracking it right down its middle. Some sort of reddish brown, swirling goo oozed out onto the dirt floor.

      “Great. That was probably some kind of ancient artefact,” I growled. Not that Imogen was listening.

      Once again completely ignoring me, she was squinting at something on the cave wall.

      Getting to my feet and brushing the dirt and goo off my knees, I had a look to see what she was on about. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed it before. The entire back wall of the alcove was decorated with a mural unlike any painting I’d ever seen before. It was clearly extremely old and the paint had faded, yet I knew the yellow, brown and red objects in an instant. They were horses— dozens of them in mid-gallop, their manes and tails streaking behind them like streamers. Some lowered their heads; others held their necks high and proud. But every one of them seemed to be in full sprint ahead.

      “What was that?” Imogen whispered.

      “Don’t know.” I couldn’t take my eyes off the horses. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, I thought, to be riding one of them, the wind rushing past, galloping away from Imogen and her rolling eyes?

      “Katie?”

      Something about the wildness, the otherworldliness of those horses made my heart drum against my chest.

      “Katie, do you hear that? I think it’s thunder.”

      Maybe it wasn’t my heart beating after all. It does sound like thunder, I thought vaguely. No, not thunder. Hooves. Hundreds of thundering hooves. The moment the thought formed in my mind, my eyes played a trick on me. The mane of the painted horse I was staring at waved as if blown by a real breeze. I gasped as the same horse reared its head and lowered it again.

      “Katie, snap out of it!”

      But I couldn’t. My breath caught in my chest. I watched wide eyed as, in unison, the horses picked up their legs and broke into a stationary gallop, their hoof beats in perfect sync with the thundering rhythm pounding in my chest.

      I was vaguely aware of Imogen’s boa constrictor-tight grip on my arm. Almost at the exact moment she grabbed me, an invisible arm wrenched me forward, headfirst into the cave wall. But I never felt the cold stone against my head. I felt nothing but the weightlessness of free-falling and Imogen’s frightened fingers clenching my wrist for dear life.
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      It felt like a dream. Just as it had before. I closed my eyes, or at least I thought I had, yet a cyclone of colour whirled past, browns melting into greens of a hundred different shades. When at last the swirling came to a halt with a soft but sudden thud, I opened my eyes. It was not the roof of the cave that met them, but rather soft, silvery sunlight slipping through the lacy gaps in a canopy of tall, tall trees. The trickle of a gentle river harmonised with the high chirrups of a blackbird. I might have lain there in that tranquil setting for some time, my mind floating somewhere between sleeping and waking, were it not for the throbbing pain shooting up my right arm.

      There was a reason for the pain, but my mind couldn’t quite recall what it was. Had I broken it? No, that wasn’t it. Drowsily, my head flopped to the right, my eyes travelled down the aching arm and landed on the petrified face of my cousin Imogen, her fingers still clutching my wrist so tightly my hand had lost all feeling. One look at Imogen brought everything rushing back into full waking memory. I sat upright, trying with my other hand to gently pry Imogen’s fingers loose. She wasn’t moving. Just staring straight upward, mouth open.

      “Imogen?”

      Nothing. I checked. She was still breathing. Her chest rose and fell steadily. That was something.

      “Immy? Do you think you could let go of my wrist now? I can’t do much to help you with one hand.”

      She gasped in a gulp of air as if just surfacing from a long stint under water. “What. Just. Happened?”

      Relieved as I was that she could speak, I found myself at a loss for an answer. I knew exactly what had happened. There was no doubt in my now less-muddled mind that we’d just been tripped into another magic painting. Those painted horses had carried us away to the past, and who knew how far? But instinct told me Imogen wasn’t likely to respond well to this explanation. I would have to break the truth to her gently or she was likely to have a complete meltdown in the middle of the forest… the last thing we needed on top of being stranded and defenceless in an unknown place and time. I’d have to string her along with a half-truth… I wracked my brain for something convincing. Meanwhile Imogen’s head flopped towards me, eyes boring into mine.

      “Katie. Tell me. I got bit by that snake, didn’t I?”

      My mouth opened, but before I could answer, her head rolled away so she was gazing at the sky again. “This is it. I’m actually going to die in this God-forsaken wilderness of America.” She looked at me again. “Katie, I can’t die yet. I’ve… I’ve never even kissed a boy.”

      Seriously? That was all she could think about on the verge of life and death? I couldn’t let her go on like this. “The snake didn’t get you, Im. You ran into the cave, remember? Then you … you kind of fell.”

      Imogen’s eyebrows knitted together as she tried to think back. “Did I?”

      I gulped. Why did I have to be such a terrible liar? “Yea, yea, you did. ’Cause, well, what happened was—”

      I didn’t have a clue what I was about to say. I guess I’ll never know, because right at that moment, the ground began to quiver, faintly at first, then a little stronger until it became an audible rhythm— boom BOOM. Boom BOOM.

      Imogen sat up, her eyes darting in every direction. “What’s that?”

      I scrambled to my feet, listening, feeling the rhythm in the earth beneath me. The beat was growing closer and harder at a manic speed. “It sounds like… horses,” I said.

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, the ground began to rumble like an earthquake. Then they burst into view, dozens of frantic-looking horses. These were not painted, but steaming flesh and hot blood, and they were storming their way up the trail straight towards us like a runaway train. They would thunder down on us in less time than it would take to shout for help. There was no time to think. I threw my whole body headfirst into Imogen. The momentum of the tackle sent us both rolling off the trail into a tangle of underbrush. When we stopped rolling, I looked back at the torrent of hooves beating the ground where Imogen had been lying a second earlier, but had to turn away again from the smothering cloud of dust kicking up.

      “WE NEED TO MOVE!” I half shouted, half choked.

      Together we scrambled to our feet, staggering over the trembling ground, and scrambled up a hill of boulders until we were high enough to escape the dust. Still coughing and gasping for breath, we both sat down on a broad, flat surface of the boulder where we could look down and watch the stampede from safety. The horses just kept coming, three abreast down the trail.

      Then, as the herd finally thinned out at the back, a horse came into view with a rider on its back. Then two others followed. The men looked rough and wore broadbrimmed hats and rugged clothes and boots. I noticed a gun holster strapped to the leader’s belt. All three were shouting — “YA! YA! Gidyap!”— goading the stampede forward.

      Beside me, Imogen seemed to have lost interest in what was going on below. She was brushing the dirt off her arms and looking incredibly put out, though at least no longer panicked. “Ok. We nearly just died. What is this, the wild West or something?”

      “Shhhhh.” I put my finger over my mouth and listened. “Why is it suddenly so quiet?” I whispered.

      She rolled her eyes, expressing how much she couldn’t care less. I crept to the other side of the boulder. From my new vantage point, I could see the trail open up into a wide clearing. A small lean-to cabin stood against the trees to one side. The last of the horses were being driven past it by the men’s shouts, onward down some new vein of the forest. But in the torrent of running horses, one stationary horse, tall and grey, stood out. His rider sat still as a statue watching the herd pass. He sat very upright and wore a smart navy uniform with gold buttons, some sort of officer’s hat, and white gloves. Squinting, I could just make out his straight golden hair that brushed the tops of his shoulders and his matching beard. But I couldn’t quite get a good look at his face.

      As if he’d sensed me watching, his head suddenly tilted. He was looking right at me! I dropped down instantly, squatting behind a bunch of fern fronds. But then it hit me. What if this is our only chance of getting help? After all, we were lost in the middle of a wood. It didn’t even look the same as it had when we’d gone to fetch the water. The trails were wider, the trees bigger; the whole place felt wilder and more dangerous. And here was some kind of soldier, someone respectable who would at least see that we got safely out of the woods.

      As I squatted there, contemplating whether or not to give up our hiding place to the golden-haired rider, another pair of thundering hooves came racing down the trail, along with what sounded like someone shouting hysterically. I parted the fern frond and saw the new rider yank his horse to a halt in the clearing as the last of the herders shot away. A brown-skinned man with a long black ponytail leapt from the horse and ran panting to the gentleman rider’s side.

      “What’s this one on about?” Imogen asked, shuffling up beside me on her elbows.

      “Don’t know yet,” I whispered. “Just listen.”

      The man’s words came in heaves and grunts. He had evidently been riding as fast as he could go to catch up with the others. “Lieutenant Lovegood. The Great Spirit sends you to help me.” He clutched his heaving chest with one hand and pointed with the other. “Those men. Bandits. They steal my father’s horses, all but one. They steal many horses from my village. They kill our pigs and steers. Our meat. I thank the Great Spirit he has sent you at our time of need.”

      The officer remained a statue during the man’s plea for help. Now he nudged his horse forward and walked it in a circle around the man. “You are certain these men took your father’s horses?”

      “Yes. And many others from the village. I ride after them. I never lose sight until I find you, for I know you and your men can do more than just I can on my one slow mare.”

      The officer stopped circling and looked down at the man. “Leave it to me,” he replied flatly. The man bowed his head to show his gratitude. While his eyes were lowered, the officer lifted his pistol and took aim.

      Without a second thought, I sprang up from my hiding place and screamed, “STOP!”

      Just as quickly, Imogen reached up with both arms and yanked me back down, and only just in time. At the sound of my scream, the golden-haired officer turned his aim towards me and sent a bullet zipping through the air above our heads.

      With my heart in my throat, I separated the ferns in front of me and peeked through. The officer’s horse had reared up at the sound of the gunfire. The man with the ponytail stumbled back, but not quickly enough. The horse’s raised front hooves pummelled down against the man’s scull. Imogen and I both clasped our hands over our mouths as he wilted to the ground. With a last searching, piercing look in our direction, the officer turned the horse and galloped off, full speed down the trail.

      Imogen and I turned stunned faces towards one other. She was white as ash, and from my clammy palms, I guessed I didn’t look much better. I felt sick with the thought that I’d almost turned us over to that officer. To think that it might have been us left to die on the forest floor.

      To die… Could the man really be dead? What was this horrible time we’d fallen into that we’d already had to dodge a bullet in the first ten minutes?

      Whatever we’d got ourselves into, I couldn’t just lie there hiding in the ferns forever. With a shaky breath, I pushed myself up onto my knees. “I’m going down,” I announced.

      “Katie, are you mad?” Imogen remained crouched in the ferns, looking at me wild-eyed. “You were just nearly shot!  And there’s a man covered in blood down there!”

      “Exactly,” I said, feeling my resolution rise. “So if we don’t do something about it, who do you think will?” But I felt another tiny pinch of guilt when, as I started the climb down, Imogen muttered under her breath, “You’re welcome for saving your life.”
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      “Do you think he’s dead? Or just comatose? Oh my days, that is a lot of blood.”

      While Imogen helpfully stood a few paces off stating the obvious, I tentatively knelt down beside the wounded man. With a wave of relief, I watched as his chest rose then fell ever so slightly. He wasn’t dead after all. Knowing that gave me the courage to creep closer until I was peering down into his face.

      My first thought on closer inspection was how young the man was. Probably not more than twenty years old, his brown skin smooth as deer hide. Then my eyes wandered from his face to the blood oozing from his shaved temple and matting up his long, black ponytail in a pool beneath his head. My stomach lurched, and I looked away. Just the sight of his wound made my own head throb, and my hand automatically flew up to the scar beneath my hair, a permanent reminder of my riding accident. Come on, Katie. Get a grip, I coached myself. I could hear Imogen making little moaning noises behind me. This was no time for squeamishness. I had to keep my head.

      “What are you gonna do with him?” Imogen asked apprehensively.

      I let a big breath of air I’d been holding escape through my lips. “Not sure. But we need to stop the blood. That much I know.”

      I pulled off the blue bandana I’d tied around my hair that morning and, gently as I could, wrapped it around the man’s head, tying it off in a tight knot. The blood immediately stained the blue a dark purple, but it seemed to do the trick. His face looked so calm and dignified. He was actually very handsome, though I didn’t say so out loud. “I think he might be a … a Cherokee,” I said.

      Imogen tiptoed a step closer and peered over my shoulder at the man. “What, like an actual Indian?”

      “Yyyea.”

      “That explains why he’s dressed like that.”

      I took stock of the man’s clothes: a cotton, blousy shirt with an open collar, tied off at the waist with a beaded belt, trousers made of some kind of animal skin—looked like deer—and tan moccasins.

      “I’d have thought he’d have more feathers on his head or something,” Imogen added.

      “He does have one feather.” I pointed to the black crow feather strung into his ponytail.

      “Oh yea.” She sighed. “So what now?”

      I clenched my teeth together. How could she just stand there pestering me with questions? How was I supposed to know what to do? With another deep breath, I said at last, “I should go find help.”

      She gave me a blank look. “You mean we should go find help, right?”

      “Well one of us has to stay here … unless you want to go off into the woods on your own …?”

      “Katie,”— she spoke in her most patronising tone — “that’s a terrible idea. Hello? Haven’t you ever heard of the buddy system?”

      “Well what about his buddy?” I half shouted, my temper spiking again.

      “Not to mention,” Imogen continued without hearing me at all, “this guy is a total stranger and probably some kind of nutter. He could be dangerous.”

      “He’s unconscious,” I said through gritted teeth. “There’s not a lot he can do to us lying in the dirt. Look, there’s his horse. I’ll just ride up the trail and… and …” I hesitated. The truth was, I had no idea where to begin to find help.

      “No,” Imogen barked, her old superiority breaking through the kill-me-now-I’m-so-bored act. “You are not leaving me here with this… this half-dead Indian, Katie.” She whipped her smartphone out of her pocket like a cowboy in a duel. “Why don’t we just call an ambulance? What’s the emergency number here?”

      “You mean 911?”

      She started thumping away at the screen.

      “Immy … it’s not gonna work.”

      She held the phone to the side of her head for a second, then looked down at the screen with a frustrated growl. But she wasn’t dissuaded from her plan. Not yet. “If we go where I can pick up a signal, we can phone the police or search where’s the nearest hospital. I just need to get higher up…” She started scrambling up the boulder again one-handed while the other hand held the phone up in front of her, her eyes glancing hopefully at it every step or two.

      “It’s not going to work, Imogen,” I repeated, a good deal testier this time. All these wasted seconds could cost the man his life.

      After reaching the top of the boulder, a few waves and shakes of the phone later, Imogen finally let the phone drop to her side. She gave me a withering look like it was all my fault. “Why won’t it work?” she called down.

      “Because…” This really was not the time to explain things. The last thing I needed on top of a dying man was a hysterical Imogen. “Because there are no signals around here. People don’t use phones in this… area.”

      Imogen scowled. “Very funny,” she said, with a sarcastic little laugh. But a look of panic quickly replaced her scowl. “You are joking?”

      I wanted to smack myself on the forehead. It looked like I would be landed with a hysterical Imogen whether I mentioned the little fact that we had got ourselves thrown back in time or not. To her, being without a phone in any case was as good as being stranded in the past.

      “I’m going for help,” I said again in a tone I hoped meant business, and I didn’t wait for her reply before moving around the unconscious man to his mare. “It’s ok, girl. We’re gonna help him,” I reassured her in my calmest voice as I held out my hand to let her get a whiff of me. She must have smelled the man’s blood on my hand, because she seemed to understand there was no time to lose. With a snort, she stepped forward, presenting her side to me as if waiting for me to mount.

      “Do you even know the way back to camp?” Imogen sounded desperate now. “This doesn’t look anything like the trail we came from.”

      I had no answer, so I chose to ignore her question. Swinging myself into the saddle, I called over my shoulder, “I won’t be gone long, I promise. Just keep an eye on him. If he wakes up, tell him not to move and that help is on the way.” Hopefully. For all I knew, the only other human being within miles might be the vicious officer and his horse-bandit buddies who had left the poor man for dead to begin with. With a last look at him, I pushed the buzzing what-if’s out of my mind and nudged the mare into motion.

      

      Just as the Cherokee had said, the old mare wasn’t one for galloping. But after about five minutes, I managed to get her into a pretty good stride. “‘Atta girl,” I said, patting her neck. Raising my gaze to the trail again, I nearly screamed. A rider on a horse came flying towards us like a loosed arrow. I pulled back on the reins and squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the collision. With a whoosh the horse and rider passed us, so close I felt the sleeve of his billowy shirt brush against my arm.

      “Whooooa,” a deep voice sounded from behind.

      I settled the mare and finally managed to turn to face the stranger, just as the rider turned his chestnut stallion to face me.

      The face looking back at me, to my enormous relief, belonged to a boy, probably around fifteen or sixteen. He was dressed very smartly in what looked like the sort of clothes I’d seen in paintings of the American Revolutionary War… maybe later. But young and nicely dressed as he was, the intensely suspicious way he glared at me out from under heavy, furrowed black eyebrows made me gulp as if I’d just been caught at a crime.

      He trotted forward, not saying anything, just giving me a good look-over with the same displeased air. He looked almost affronted at my hiking boots and blue jean shorts… or perhaps he was simply confused by them.

      At last he stopped sizing me up and spoke. “How is it you’ve come to have my cousin’s horse?”

      I choked. “Your… your cousin? He’s your… Oh thank goodness! I mean, it’s not good. I mean,” I took a deep breath and tried again. “Your cousin’s been hurt. I only took his horse to go and find help, but now that you’re here…”

      “Hurt?” He gave me a suspicious sideways look again.

      “He chased after some horse bandits and was knocked unconscious,” I explained.

      I could tell he believed me. His face, just tan compared to his cousin’s, went pale. He looked me squarely in the eye and said in a shaken voice, “Take me to him.”
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      Minutes later, we galloped into the clearing. The boy leapt from his horse and swept past me to kneel beside his cousin. I don’t think he so much as noticed Imogen, who was sitting a safe distance from the injured man with her back against the boulder hugging her knees to her chest. She had definitely taken notice of the newcomer, though. Her mouth hung open as her eyes swept over him with a half-confused, half-dazzled look.

      “You said horse thieves did this? Did they stop the chase and come to blows here?”

      I turned my attention back to the boy. “Uh, not exactly,” I began, trying to sound in control and trustworthy. “He was chasing after horse thieves, but it was a man in a blue uniform who struck him down. He had blond hair and a beard. Your cousin called him Lieutenant something-or-other.” I looked to Imogen for help, but the boy got there first.

      “Lieutenant Lovegood,” he said in a tone of surprise.

      “Yes, that was it!” I answered.

      He shook his head. “Can’t be. Lieutenant Lovegood works for the Governor. He’s responsible for stopping horse thieves, not helping them do the job. You must be confused.”

      An offended little gasp came from the direction of Imogen. She’d awakened from her stupor and stalked over to where we stood, arms crossed over her chest. “Excuse me?” I winced, preparing for Imogen’s temper to flare up the way it did when anyone dared to contradict her.  “Do we look stupid to you?”

      The boy seemed to realise she was there for the first time. There was an awkward moment’s silence during which his eyes scanned Imogen’s very short shorts, insect-mauled legs and badly dyed hair. He seemed to be genuinely considering her question.

      Imogen didn’t wait for a reply. “It was definitely the Lieutenant who knocked him out, ok? We both saw it with our own eyes. Just wait until your cousin wakes up, if you don’t believe us.”

      “I beg your pardon, ma’am. I didn’t mean to offend you, but if what you’re saying is true —”

      She shot him an I-dare-you kind of glare.

      “And I’m sure there must be some truth to it, as you claim it… It’s just a bit mystifying is all. I can’t think why Lieutenant Lovegood would behave in such a way.”

      “The point is,” I broke in before Imogen could fire back, “Your cousin just asked the Lieutenant for help, and this is what he got.” The sound of a twig cracking made my heart jump. I spun around on my heels. “What was that?” I felt instantly humiliated for asking. After everything we’d experienced in the past half hour, I’d become as jumpy as Imogen.

      “Grasshopper,” the boy answered.

      “Huh,” Imogen scoffed. “I highly doubt a grasshopper could make a noise like that—” She broke off into a screech as something tumbled into the clearing clutching a bow with an arrow ready on the string.

      “This is Grasshopper,” the boy said, gripping the newcomer’s shoulder. “My cousin, and Crow Feather’s brother.” The new boy who had just appeared as if out of thin air barely spared us a glance before returning his arrow to a quiver on his back and bending down beside the bleeding man. He leaned his head against the man’s chest to listen for a heartbeat. He was younger and scrawnier than his brother with not a single hair on his bare chest, but he had the same dark skin and thick black hair, only his stuck up in a wild mess rather than flowing down his back.

      “He lives,” the boy breathed before turning his dark eyes to his cousin. “Wattie, who has done this?”

      Grasshopper looked just as sceptical when the first boy, Wattie, repeated our story to him. Meanwhile, my bandana had completely soaked through with Crow Feather’s blood, and no one else seemed to notice. “Don’t you think we ought to get him some help?” I blurted. “Is there a doctor around here?”

      Grasshopper took his brother’s hand. “He needs home.”

      Wattie nodded. “Grandmother Whispering Water can mend him if anyone can.”

      It took all four of us using every last bit of strength to lift Crow Feather and drape him over the tall stallion’s back. When we’d finally settled him, Wattie climbed up behind him and picked up the reins, then stopped as if just remembering something and looked down at Imogen and me. “We’re mighty obliged to you … ladies,” he said, clearly a little unsure whether that were the right word.

      Grasshopper stepped forward. “Wado,” he said first to me. As he turned to say the same to Imogen, thanking her, it suddenly struck me that the boys were on the verge of taking off and leaving us alone and lost in the forest. Panic bubbled up inside me like a boiling kettle and came out in a desperate plea, “Couldn’t we come with you?” I knew the request sounded mad, but what was I to do? Wait and hope that by chance another source of help turned up? It was already getting dusky under the canopy of trees.

      The boys exchanged a puzzled glance. Imogen positively exploded. “What?” I winced as she gripped my arm yet again and pulled me a few strides away from the boys. “Katie, what on earth has got into you? We were nearly just trampled by horses, then shot by some lunatic, and now you want to go off with some Indian boys we know nothing about?”

      “Look, I know it sounds crazy, but—”

      “It’s insane!” She was shouting now. “You know what? You can do what you want. I’m going straight back to camp to tell your parents to put me on the next flight to London. I don’t know why I ever agreed to come to this stupid, backwards country in the first place.”

      “Imogen, wait.” It was no use. Before I could even try to explain, she stomped off, then broke into a run down the trail.

      I stamped my foot in the dirt and turned to the boys who’d witnessed the whole scene. “I’m sorry,” I muttered. “Just go. I hope Crow Feather will be all right.”

      I knew those boys might be our last hope of getting out of the forest alive, let alone finding our way home from this dangerous world of the past. But I had no choice. I turned my back on them and ran, sick with dread, after Imogen.

      

      “I don’t get it. This has to be the campsite.” Her voice was strained, like she was on the verge of tears.

      I leaned against the rock wall, panting for breath. Imogen had always excelled at sports. When she decided to move, she moved fast. I’d only just managed to catch up to her.

      “I followed that little stream, just like before. And look.” She pointed at the rock above my head. “There’s the face in the stone. The one your dad pointed out.”

      I craned my head back. Sure enough, she was right. This was our campsite, but there were no tents, no clearing with a brick fire pit and latrine. Gnarled old trees shaded the whole space, their knotted roots snaking through the ground where our tents had stood this morning, nearly two hundred years from now. Imogen was bound to notice one or two of those changes.

      “Katie—” Her voice sounded choked, panicked. “What’s going on? Where are they?” She leaned against a tree and slid down it until she was sitting right on the leafy forest floor and hid her face in her hands. I was sure I heard the distinct sound of muffled sniffling.

      Never in all my twelve years had I ever heard Imogen cry. She was tough, sporty, in charge.  I stood there stunned for a few seconds, then swallowed and quietly made my way over to sit crosslegged beside her.

      “There’s something I need to tell you, Im.”

      “Tell me, then,” came the muffled answer from behind her hands.

      “About what’s going on…” I paused and rubbed my forehead. Why was this so hard? I just had to spit it out. Simple. Only it wasn’t simple to say something I knew would sound crazy. Something I knew would cause an Imogen-shaped bomb to go off. “The thing is… The reason everything’s so different … It’s because we’ve … we’ve just … we’re not …”

      “Katie, what is it?” Imogen snapped, uncovering her bright red face and fixing me with an impatient glare.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Back in the cave, the painted horses on the wall…”

      “What about them?”

      “Do you remember how I couldn’t stop looking at them?”

      “Yea.” She sniffled. “It was weird.”

      “Well, the reason I was zoned out like that was because the horses started…”—I had to force the word out of my mouth— “moving. Running, in fact. The painting sort of … came to life.”

      She made a little sarcastic sound in her throat.

      “And then,” I carried on quickly to prove my point before she could interrupt, “do you remember how it felt like we were falling? Remember the swirling colours?”

      Her puffy eyes narrowed. “Wait, that happened to you too? I thought that was an hallucination from the snake bite…”

      I shook my head. “I told you. There was no snake bite. It was the cave painting. It sucked us in, and when we opened our eyes and the forest looked all different, that’s because we landed, well, here.” Very slowly I added, “In the past.”

      She kept squinting at me with her mouth hanging open like I’d just been speaking gobbledygook. Then ― I could hardly believe it ― she actually started laughing. But when she spoke, she sounded anything but amused. “Very funny, Katie.” She wiped her eyes and got to her feet so she was looking down at me, her arms crossed over her chest. “I remember how much you always loved playing make believe. But seriously?” The old snotty, superior tone was back. “I thought you’d have grown out of it by now.”

      “This isn’t make believe!” I shouted, jumping to my feet in a fury. What was it going to take to convince her? “Just look around. You said it yourself—everything’s different. This is our camping spot, so where are the tents? Where’d all these enormous trees come from? You wanted to know why my parents aren’t here? They’re not here because … because they don’t exist yet.”

      She wasn’t listening. She was stumbling aimlessly from tree to tree with a hand on her forehead as if checking for fever. “Either you’ve lost it or I have. Was it something I ate?” she asked herself. “I must have been bitten by that snake, and now I’m in a state of delirium.”

      “You haven’t lost it,” I said loudly, interrupting her ridiculous hunt for an explanation. “This is really happening.” I knew what I had to do. I had vowed to myself and to Sophia in my unsent letters never to tell a soul what had happened last summer; now that I’d managed to slip through time again, taking Imogen with me, I had to tell her the whole story. It was my only chance of convincing her. I reached down the collar of my shirt and pulled out the locket. Then, cornering Imogen to force her to see, I gently opened it and held it out for her. “I’ve never shown this to anyone, or told anyone where I got it.”

      She frowned at the tiny pictures. “What’s that got to do with—”

      “I’ll explain. Just sit down. It’s a long story, and it’s going to sound mad, but it’s not. It’s true.”

      With a huff, she slid down a tree trunk into a squatting seat. I nestled down between the roots of an old oak tree, squeezed the locket tight in my fist, and began. “It all started with a painting.”
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      “Just before I left, Tom Tippery gave me this locket so I could always remember Sophia and Vagabond. But it’s also proof. Proof that it really happened. Just like this is really happening. And the sooner we accept it”—we both jumped as somewhere overhead an owl hooted. I blinked and refocused— “the better.”

      I wondered if Imogen even noticed how dark it had become. She had listened at first with a grumpy grimace fixed on her face, mindlessly fiddling all the while with her useless smart phone. But as she hadn’t interrupted, not even once, and my story went on, the grumpiness had given way to a look of confusion, then fear. Now that I’d finished, she took a shaky breath and looked up pleadingly into my eyes as if hoping I would crack and confess it was all a joke after all. When I didn’t, her glazed-over eyes wandered over the rock with the face on it and the gnarled old trees before dropping to the smart phone resting like a dead thing in her hand. All of a sudden, something seemed to click.

      She gasped in a sharp breath. “If this really is happening,”—her voice sounded unusually small— “that means everyone I know … my mum, my dad, Poppy…” She froze, looking horror struck.

      I nodded. “They haven’t been born yet. It’s just you and me.”

      “But we can get back, right?” Imogen asked between breaths that were getting faster by the second.

      “I … don’t know,” I answered and felt a prickly chill go up my spine. “I don’t know any more than you do.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know? You said you got back last time, so there has to be a way.” Her panic was mounting like a tidal wave.

      “There might be a way,” I spat out in a rush. “I don’t know what it is or how to find it. But we will. We just … we have to stay calm.”

      That was easy to say, but though I didn’t dare show it, the seriousness of our situation was starting to sink in for me too. The dark gathering fast around us certainly didn’t help. I wiped the hair out of my eyes and noticed the reddish-brown paint on my fingers. The cave. That’s where this whole thing had started. I cleared my throat and tried to sound confident. “The first thing we should do is try to find the cave. Maybe we can get back through the painting … or at least find some clue to help us figure out who did it.”

      Imogen closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then nodded. “Ok, then let’s go before it gets any darker.”

      Though the paths we’d taken on our trip to gather water didn’t appear to exist in the past, luckily the little stream we’d followed did, and we were able to trace our steps down the river, then follow our ears to the waterfall.

      Imogen didn’t speak on the hike ― I think she was still too much in shock – which gave me the chance to think, to try to make sense of things. Imogen was right—if there was a way back last time, there had to be one this time too. But last time, I hadn’t fallen through that painting by accident. It had been Tom’s doing, and it was Tom who got me home again. But how could Tom have anything to do with those painted horses? Tom belonged to another time, another country.

      And yet … my heart jumped at the thought – what if, just what if Tom was behind this? What if, somehow, he’d travelled here too and painted those horses knowing I would find them?

      “Slow down, Katie. I can’t run anymore,” Imogen whined.

      My pace had quickened into a jog without my noticing. But the idea that had hatched inside my brain, the idea that I might find Tom at the cave, and if Tom, why not Sophia, had given me a rush of excitement that gave my feet wings. I’d just fallen through a magical painting for the second time, after all. Anything was possible.

      By the time I’d reached the slippery rock path that led behind the waterfall, my head was spinning with excitement. I felt sure of it. I was going to see Sophia any second now!

      “Katie, SLOW DOWN!” Imogen yelled over the roar of the falls. “You’re going to slip!”

      Had she slowed down that morning, running away from that snake? And I had much better reason to be in a hurry. A fine, cold mist tickled my face as I sprang from the last wet rock into the cave behind the waterfall and saw…

      Nothing.

      The cave was almost completely dark and showed no signs of Tom or Sophia. I heard Imogen drawing in shivering breaths behind me. “Come on,” I said, edging along the stone wall of the cave. “The horses were deeper in, right at the back.”

      A small hole in the rock above filled the deep alcove with grey, misty light. It was enough to show me what I dreaded: there was no one there. And what was even worse, there was not a single painted horse to be seen on the stone wall. “It hasn’t been painted yet,” I whispered, a lump of disappointment inching its way up my throat. I gritted my teeth, determined not to melt into a heap of tears. How could I have been so foolish as to believe Sophia would be waiting for me in a cave in the middle of an American forest?

      “But … what does this mean?” Imogen insisted, her voicing rising with panic again.

      “It means,” I rubbed my forehead, “I don’t know.”

      There was a pause when we just looked at each other. In the grey light, I saw Imogen’s nostrils flaring with every breath. “Katie” – she spoke in a low, dangerous voice – “you got us into this mess, and you had better get us out.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. “I got us into it? You’re the one who ran into the cave in the first place, all because of a harmless little snake!”

      “Yes, but you’re the one who looked at the painting. You’re the one who made it move. You’re the one with the habit of time-travelling!” Her voice rose and rose until it echoed off the cave walls, sending a couple of bats over our heads into a flurry. We ducked and I spun around to watch their flight out into the night air. As I did, something else caught my eye: a beam of light bounced off the rock. It was coming from somewhere inside the cave.

      “Imogen, get down!” I hissed. “Someone’s coming.”

      We huddled together in the shadows of the alcove, our knees pulled in tight, both holding our breath, listening.

      The beam of light grew, accompanied by soft, padded footsteps. Suddenly, two dark figures appeared as if stepping right out of the stone. The light cast their strange shadows up on the cave ceiling. One might have been a giant. He stood head and shoulders over the other and looked like an oak tree standing beside a scrawny sapling. The smaller man was speaking to him in a hushed voice. One hand rested on his back hip, probably close to his gun holster.

      “Look here, Black Fox. You know you ain’t s’posed to be sniffin’ around in here. Not ’til the treaty’s been signed.”

      “You show me. Then I go.” The big man’s voice was as deep as a bullfrog’s and sent shivers down my spine.

      “You know I can’t,” the little man answered, and his shadow moved back a step. “Governor’s orders.”

      The big man took a step closer so that he towered over his companion. “You tell Governor I want what’s mine.”

      The little man’s voice was considerably higher as he answered quickly, “J…just, take it easy, Black Fox. Governor Blunt’s a man of his word. You’ll get wh…what he agreed to, b…but it’s like I told you: not ’til the treaty’s signed… just a week’s time.”

      And with that, the smaller shadow disappeared, leaving the giant shadow standing in the dark with us. He made a sound in his throat like a bear growling. Imogen fidgeted beside me, and the growling stopped. I looked at her, the whites of her eyes practically glowing in the dark.

      The shadow moved into the darkness so we could no longer see it, but we could just hear his footsteps, soft and slow. Were they coming closer? Imogen clenched my hand with all her might, and I clenched hers back, praying the footsteps would go away.

      Then, sudden as a firecracker explodes, a hideous, snarling face appeared right in front of us, his teeth bared, his eyes menacing. Imogen let out an ear-splitting scream as the man drew a shining object from his hip. The tomahawk glinted in the dying light, and all I could do was pull Imogen closer and squeeze my eyes shut.

      “Black Fox!”

      My eyes opened at the sound of the familiar voice and were met with a flood of light. The hulking beast spun around. It was Wattie. At that moment, he looked like an angel standing in a puddle of light from the little lantern he held over his head. He stepped forward without the slightest hesitation and spoke to the man in what I figured must be Cherokee. I nearly wilted to the ground with relief when, to my amazement, the huge man turned without a second glance at Imogen and me and disappeared into the night.

      Wattie set down his lantern and offered us a hand up.

      “What did you say to him?” I asked, my throat so dry that my voice came out in croaks.

      “I told him you were guests of mine, that you must have lost your way and I’d come to find you. And I thanked him for seeing you were safe until I got here.”

      “Safe?” Imogen croaked. “He was about to kill us!”

      “Trust me,” Wattie said, raising his thick black eyebrows, “It’s best I didn’t accuse him of that. Black Fox has the temper of a mother bear. I’m just glad I found you when I did.” He took a little pouch slung over his shoulder off and held it out. “Here. Drink.”

      I took the pouch from Imogen and took a long, wonderful swig of cold water, then handed it back to Wattie. “I’m glad too,” I breathed. “But how did you find us? And why did you come looking for us?”

      He smiled. “I tracked you at first. Luckily, when darkness fell, I was able to follow the screaming. Impressive how loud it was, even over the sound of the waterfall.”

      Imogen sniffled.

      “As to why I followed you,” Wattie continued, “you appeared distressed before, and a gentleman could never leave two young ladies distressed and alone in the forest. Especially after the good turn you did my family by saving Crow Feather.”

      “Is he all right?” I asked, suddenly aware that if Wattie had come after us, that meant he hadn’t seen his cousins back home.

      “He is with Grasshopper,” Wattie answered looking grave. “They will have reached Nickajack by now, and then we will see.”

      “Nickajack?” I asked.

      “My village,” Wattie answered.

      To my astonishment, Imogen rushed forward and grabbed Wattie’s arm in both hands. “Please, take us with you!” she pleaded.

      Wattie leaned back and smiled nervously. “Ah… of course I’ll take you. My mother would welcome two girls most heartily. But…” He gently drew his arm away from Imogen, “don’t you girls have somewhere to be? I mean, don’t you want to tell me how you came to be lost in Cherokee Country in the first place?”

      “Cherokee Country?” Imogen whimpered.

      “We were travelling to visit our uncle,” I blurted and shot Imogen a sideways glance. “Our Uncle Tom Tippery.”

      She nodded, slowly catching on.

      “And where is your uncle’s house?” Wattie asked.

      “It’s … uh …” My mind went blank.

      “We lost the address,” Imogen said confidently, coming to the rescue.  She had always been a much better liar than I am.

      Wattie rumpled his thick mop of black hair, thinking. “I don’t know of anyone by the name Tom Tippery in these parts, and I know just about everybody.”

      For half a second, I feared Wattie was on to us. Imogen and I exchanged a quick look. I was sure we were thinking the same thing. What if he decided to leave us in the woods after all?

      He picked up his lantern as if getting ready to go. “That settles it, then.”

      “Settles what?” Imogen asked anxiously.

      “You’re coming to Nickajack. You can stay at my house until we track your uncle down.”

      I felt so relieved, I could’ve hugged Wattie. Imogen must have been even more relieved. She flew at the stunned boy and planted a kiss on his cheek before collapsing onto his shoulder in a waterfall of tears.
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      “See the cabins down in the valley?” Wattie waved his hand towards a sea of cornstalks below us set against a backdrop of deep blue hills. The valley was dotted with little timber cabins with smoking chimneys and lit-up windows.  “That’s the village. Not far to go now.”

      “Aren’t Indians supposed to live in teepees?” Imogen asked drowsily down at Wattie from the old mare. We were taking turns riding her while Wattie led us on what felt like a never-ending journey to his village.  At last we’d stepped out of the trees and stood on a precipice overlooking a moonlit valley dotted with cabins with flickering windows and smoking chimneys.

      Wattie eyed her sideways. “Teepees?”

      “You know. Those cone-shaped tents that Indians live in?” Imogen said as if explaining something completely obvious.

      “I don’t know about other Indians, but we Cherokees live in cabins mostly … same as you settlers.”

      “I live in a Georgian town house in London,” Imogen corrected him haughtily. Embarrassed as I was at her tone towards the person who had just saved our lives, it was a relief to hear a bit of the old Imogen coming back after the shock.

      Wattie frowned. “I forgot. Well, I hope our home will be sufficiently comfortable for you, Miss… Ha!” Wattie stopped in his tracks and put his hands on his hips. “I never asked your names!”

      “Imogen Humphreys,” Imogen answered, still in her high-and-mighty way. “But you can just call me Im. I think it suits my image better.”

      Wattie looked at a loss for a response, so I took over. “And I’m Katie … uh, Watson.” I added the last bit under my breath, hoping Imogen wouldn’t hear. It wasn’t quite enough.

      She snorted. “Watson? Since when is your surname Watson? Your surname is Wolf… I mean …” She caught my glaring eyes and cleared her throat. “Woof!” She waved her hand in front of her nose. “Is something burning around here?”

      While Wattie was busy sniffing the air for burning smells, I slapped my palm against my forehead. I didn’t expect Imogen to understand, but Watson had been the name I’d chosen for myself last summer when I’d travelled back in time, and it had served me well. I wasn’t the same Katie then. The name Watson reminded me of that other Katie, the brave, daring Katie who had helped to rescue Sophia. I needed to be that Katie now, so Watson it was.

      “Well then, Miss Humphreys, Miss Watson, welcome to Nickajack.”

      

      At the bottom of the hill, we skirted around a cornfield that glowed eerie blue in the moonlight. A chill breeze rustled through the rows of cornstalks, making a sound like whispering as we passed. Our path soon met up with a wide dirt road that ran like a ribbon through the middle of the village. The log cabins we passed looked homey and inviting with their tidy rows of squash and beans and porches hung with drying herbs and woven baskets. And yet the frightened faces that peered around doorways or sent darting glances out of windows told a different story: Nickajack was in trouble. On one porch, a wrinkled old Cherokee man sat outside the door with a rifle across his lap. He dipped his head when Wattie greeted him in Cherokee, but continued to watch Imogen and me with a suspicious eye.

      “It wasn’t like this before,” Wattie said, kicking a pebble in the road. “It used to be on an evening like this all of Nickajack would be outdoors. Women weaving baskets on the porch, men telling stories, and children playing chunky in the roads. Now fear chases them all inside, making caged animals of us on our own land.”

      “You mean the horse thieves weren’t the first to attack Nickajack?” I asked.

      Wattie shook his head. “Lately there have been many attacks, not only on Nickajack but on our neighbouring villages as well.”

      “But who’s behind the attacks?”

      “Outlaws. Bandits. Greedy people who see our land and our goods as theirs for the taking … people like Lieutenant Lovegood.”

      “I don’t get it,” Imogen yawned. “Why don’t you just call the authorities?”

      Wattie scratched his head. “It’s as I said before. Lovegood is the authorities.”

      “Oh yea.” Imogen sounded ready to fall off the horse with exhaustion. I silently hoped we would get to Wattie’s house before she did … and before she said anything else that might raise Wattie’s suspicions about us.

      To my relief, just a few seconds later, we approached a house at the end of the road, and Wattie announced we’d arrived.

      “Well this does beat sleeping in a cave,” Imogen slurred. She was right about that. Wattie’s house was the finest in the village. It was not a log cabin, but a two-story wooden house with a brick foundation and a porch with tall column posts. Two flickering lanterns on either side of the door glinted off a brass doorknocker.

      Wattie helped Imogen down from the mare’s back and hitched the horse to a stake in the ground, then opened a gate in the fence and led us up a brick walkway to the porch. Before Wattie could so much as touch the brass knocker, the door swung open, and a woman threw her arms around him. Wattie looked a little embarrassed when she didn’t let go for a long minute. At last she held him by his forearms, and the two began firing away in Cherokee. Watching them both, face to face, I could see the woman was, beyond doubt, Wattie’s mother. She was very pretty, with smooth brown skin and pink lips, and her dark eyes framed with long, thick lashes, just like Wattie’s. Though obviously Cherokee, she dressed like an American lady in a chequered dress and her hair twisted up under a lacy cloth cap. I was still examining the likeness between mother and son when both suddenly turned towards Imogen and me.

      “This is my mother, Ulma McKay,” Wattie explained as the woman smiled at us and made tiny curtseys. “I’ve explained who you are and how we met, and she insists you lodge with us for as long as you need.”

      Imogen blew out a puff of air. “Well, that’s a relief.”

      Still smiling warmly, Wattie’s mother gestured us both into the house. She called to a dark-skinned girl dressed quite plainly—I assumed she must be a maid—and before we knew it, Imogen and I were ushered into a room with nothing in it but a great big hearth with a kettle over an open fire and a large copper tub, full of water. The young maid didn’t speak any English, but she made gestures to explain that she wanted us to undress and get into the tub.

      Imogen and I looked at each other. Then she shrugged. “I’ll go first. I’m dying to get this grime off.” She peeled off her dusty shorts, t-shirt and even her designer tennis shoes and climbed into the copper tub while the maid carefully lifted the piping kettle from the fire and added some steaming water to Imogen’s bath. I wearily sat on a stool meanwhile and waited while Imogen soaked and exclaimed how good the hot water felt on her aching muscles. When the maid returned with a towel, Imogen reluctantly got out to make way for my turn in what was by then lukewarm bathwater. Thankfully, the maid topped up the tub with some more steaming water from the kettle, and I sank down feeling for the first time just how exhausted I was from the extraordinary day.

      I was scrubbing with a piece of soap that looked like a blob of hard fat and Imogen was wrapped in her towel drying her hair in front of the fire when the maid returned with two cotton dresses and draped them over a drying rod.

      Imogen held up one of the dresses and gave a long sigh. “We have got to be back home. Soon.”

      “It’s not so bad,” I said, taking a blue gingham dress from the maid and slipping it over my head. “Last time I travelled back in time, the clothes were much less comfortable than this.”

      “Well it’s bad enough being made to dress like Little House on the Prairie,” Imogen grumbled, putting on the other dress, a pink and red gingham. She looked down at herself with a look of despair. “You do think she’ll give us our own clothes back, don’t you? Once she’s washed them?” she asked, eyeing the maid as she slipped out the door with her arms full of our old clothes and shoes.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I answered. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. We can’t dress in modern clothes while we’re here. The point is to blend in, not raise every eyebrow in town.”

      Imogen made a growling noise in the back of her throat and mumbled under her breath about how much she couldn’t wait to leave this primitive time with its terrible sense of fashion.

      My stomach lurched as I slid my foot into the soft slippers the maid had brought us, not because the shoe wasn’t comfortable – it was miles nicer than the hard little shoes I’d had to wear at Otterly Manor – but because I knew Imogen was right. We needed to get home. But unlike last summer at Otterly Manor, here we were on our own with no clues of a way back and no one in on our secret who could help us find one. I still hadn’t even managed to work out what year we’d landed in, much less how we were to get out of it. Worst of all, I had the feeling that Imogen was expecting me to figure out this predicament in no time, just because I’d found my way back from the past before. But at that moment, I was feeling less confident than ever in my detective skills.

      I reached my hand into the collar of my dress and pulled out my locket, clenching it tight in my fist. “I need your courage, Sophia,” I whispered with my eyes squeezed shut. A knock at the door opened my eyes.
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      Wattie’s mother’s smiling face appeared in the doorway. “You eat. Then you sleep,” she said cheerfully in her simple English. A high-pitched giggle erupted from behind her. Then a round, chubby-cheeked face peeped curiously from behind her skirt and disappeared again with another giggle.

      “My daughter,” Ulma explained, still smiling. “Little Beaver.”

      As we followed Ulma down the hallway to the dining room, Little Beaver’s big dark eyes stayed glued on Imogen and me, but she seemed especially fascinated by Imogen. When Ulma invited us to join Wattie at the dining table for pork, beans and hot corn cakes, Little Beaver slid into a seat beside Imogen and stared at her before plucking up the courage to reach up and touch her hair. Imogen froze as if a wasp had landed on her as Little Beaver began to stroke her hair as if it were a pet kitten. I grinned down into my plate of pork and beans, privately thinking that at least someone appreciated the terrible mess Imogen’s friend had wreaked upon her hair.

      “What is she doing exactly?” Imogen asked Wattie warily.

      He spoke to his little sister in Cherokee through a mouthful of corn cake. When she answered him, Wattie snorted and nearly choked on his food.

      “What did she say?” Imogen demanded.

      “She said,” Wattie began, trying and failing to maintain a straight face, “that she likes your hair.”

      “Oh.” Imogen looked suspiciously at him. “I don’t see what’s so funny about that.”

      “She says she likes your hair,” Wattie continued, “because it reminds her of …”—he looked down, trying not to laugh—“of Dilli.”

      “Dilli! Dilli!” the little girl chanted happily, stroking Imogen’s hair more rigorously still.

      Imogen squinted at Wattie. “And what does Dilli mean exactly?”

      “You’re sure you want to know?” He had a twinkle in his eye that reminded me of Charlie in a mischievous mood.

      “Just tell me,” Imogen said impatiently.

      “It’s an animal.” Wattie was working hard to maintain a straight face. “I don’t think you have it in England, but the Americans have given it their own name: skunk.”

      Imogen’s face fell, and Wattie and I both burst out laughing, which only encouraged Little Beaver to chant “Dilli! Dilli!” all the more enthusiastically. After a moment, Ulma came into the room and took the little girl by the hand to lead her off to bed.

      “It would make a good Cherokee name for you,” Wattie teased, offering me his handkerchief so I could wipe my eyes. “Dilli. Has a nice ring to it.”

      “I don’t need a Cherokee name, thank you very much,” Imogen snapped, her nose in the air as she tossed her hair over one shoulder. “You can call me Imogen… or Im. But I am not answering to Skunk.”

      Wattie grinned, then looked at me and tipped his head to one side before speaking. “And your Cherokee name can be … Katie Fire-Hair.”

      I was about to say that I was all right with that when the sound of fast hoofbeats and a whinny outside made us all turn to the window. A second later, the front door, which was visible from the dining room, swung open, and a white man with a rifle slung over his shoulder stepped inside, scuffing his boots on the doormat. He looked tired and winded from riding fast, but he was quite handsome. As soon as I saw his curly auburn hair, I knew—this was Wattie’s father. Something about him reminded me immediately of my own dad, and a little stab of homesickness made my breath catch in my chest.

      The man walked heavily into the dining room and looked from Wattie to Imogen and me and back to Wattie again.

      “So, William. Do you care to tell me how you went out hunting horse thieves and came back with two young lasses?” He spoke with a strong accent that I recognised straight away from my visits to Scotland. “Or don’t tell me these are the horse thieves?” he added with a hint of a weary smile as he rested his rifle over the mantelpiece.

      “No indeed, Father,” Wattie answered, jumping to his feet to help his father off with his gunpowder horn and coat. “This is Miss Katie Watson of Pennsylvania and her cousin Imogen from England. I discovered them travelling the Federal Road on their own.”

      Wattie’s father’s eyebrows jumped in surprise as he looked at us. “You did well to bring them here, William.” He gave us both a fatherly, disapproving look as he joined us at the table. “Why would two young lasses be travelling the Federal Road without a chaperone in such troubled times as these? You know you might’ve been crossed by bandits or highwaymen?”

      “We were on our way to stay with our Uncle Tom,” I answered in a rush. “We thought he lived around here, but turns out he doesn’t. Well, not any more anyway.” I was mortified to hear myself follow the explanation with a stupid little laugh. Wattie’s father was sure to smell a rat.

      I held my breath as he peered at us with his sharp blue eyes, clearly trying to make sense of my rather patchy story and Imogen’s bizarre hair. Even with Ulma’s dresses on, Imogen’s many earrings and streaky black and blonde hair clashed with our surroundings. If only I could persuade her to wear a bonnet, I thought on pins and needles, waiting for the man.

      “I see,” he said at last, nodding his head distractedly. “Well you’re welcome here at the McKay household for the time being.”

      “Thank you, Mr. McKay,” I said, Imogen nodding her agreement through a great big yawn.

      He gave us another kind but tired smile. Then, to my huge relief, he resumed talking to Wattie about more pressing matters than two lost little girls from the woods. “It looks like ours are the only two horses left in Nickajack. The thieves must be local men. They knew a white man lived here or they’d never have left ours alone.”

      I watched Wattie. His dark eyes glinted angrily as he pursed his lips together, but he waited silently for his father to continue.

      “I’ve been all over the village to find out the extent of the damage,” Mr. McKay was saying as he took a pipe and some flint from his vest pocket. “It’s the worst raid we’ve suffered so far. And it’s not just the horses they took.”

      “What do you mean?” Wattie pressed him warily.

      “They killed Old Turkey’s swine. Didn’t even take the meat. Just slaughtered the beasts in cold blood.”

      I shuddered. Wattie’s mouth was hanging open in disbelief. Even Imogen looked disgusted.

      Mr. McKay hadn’t finished. “They set Tipping Canoe’s cornfield on fire, and when he came out to challenge them, one of the rascals threw the lit torch at his cabin. His wife had a ready bucket of well water, praise be to God, and put it out before the flames took hold. Their new baby lay sleeping inside.”

      I couldn’t believe this quiet, humble little village had suffered such horrors just hours before we’d arrived. “But why would anyone want to attack Nickajack just for the sake of it?” I asked. As terrible as robbery was, I could understand why greedy people took things. But destroying families’ homes for no reason or gain?

      Mr. McKay leaned his elbows on the table, his pipe cupped in one hand. “It isn’t just Nickajack,” he answered, at the same time pulling a rolled-up newspaper out of his vest pocket and laying it open on the table. “There are reports of raids and attacks all across Cherokee Country.”

      As Wattie slid the newspaper across the table, I leaned over to get a glimpse of the heading. There were some strange, curly letters across the top. Then printed beneath them in all caps CHEROKEE PHOENIX, AND INDIANS’ ADVOCATE, and below that in slightly smaller print, NEW ECHOTA, THURSDAY OCTOBER 16, 1828.

      I nudged Imogen and drew her eyes towards the year.

      To my horror, she shrieked, “1828? That’s impossible!”

      I gave her a kick under the table, and she got the message that she should stop talking. But Mr. McKay and Wattie were both eyeing us with a mixture of suspicion and amusement. How was I going to smooth this one over?

      “I know,” I said, trying to sound enthusiastic. “Can you believe it’s 1828 already? Seems like only yesterday it was 1827…” The nervous laugh escaped me again. I gulped and tried to evade Wattie’s and Mr. McKay’s eyes.

      The awkward moment was interrupted by a knock at the door. Mr. McKay and Wattie were on their feet in a flash, but before they could take a step, the maid and Ulma were at the door.

      Grasshopper walked in, accompanied by a very sombre-looking older Cherokee man. His long greying hair fell from beneath a turban wrapped around his head. His hard, brown face was etched with deep wrinkles and made me think of the wood carvings I’d seen at the Cherokee gift shop that morning.

      The man did not smile as he greeted Ulma in their own language, then clasped hands with Mr. McKay and Wattie. He seemed to be looking for someone else as he advanced into the dining room. I swallowed when his eyes fell on us and he made straight for us.

      The man stood statue still except for his eyes, which flicked back and forth between the two of us. There was silence as everyone in the doorway waited to see what he would do. In a flash, the gangly Grasshopper appeared at the man’s side.

      “These are the girls from the forest, Father,” Grasshopper told him, “the ones who saved Crow Feather.”

      Forgetting my nerves, I looked at Grasshopper, eager to know. “You mean Crow Feather’s all right?” I asked.

      The scrawny, brown boy grinned and nodded. “He sleeps still, but he will live.” He gestured to the man. “My father, Terrapin Jo. He wishes to thank you.”

      The older man held out his hand. I glanced at Grasshopper, who was nodding encouragingly and placed my hand into the big, rough one. “Wado,” the man said, bowing his head slightly. Then he did the exact same thing to Imogen, saying “Wado” once again.

      “It was nothing, really,” I said faintly. I felt limp with relief. Our first day in 1828 had been one long series of disasters. And yet, here we were, safe inside the McKay home, and we’d played a part in saving a man’s life. What if – the idea flickered faintly, but stirred up a rush of hope – what if I had come here for a purpose, just like last time. What if falling into 1828 wasn’t just an accident after all?
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      The crackling fire, the soft creak of Ulma’s rocking chair where she sat darning socks, the men’s lowered voices as they smoked their pipes and discussed the events of the day, everything about the McKay’s sitting room was conspiring against me. They were talking about Lieutenant Lovegood and what was to be done.

      I tried desperately to follow the conversation, but my eyelids felt as heavy as horseshoes. Imogen was already softly snoring beside me on the settee, her head slumped over against my shoulder. It had been such a long day, I felt I was not far behind her.

      Terrapin Jo was speaking, his voice low like distant thunder, but bitter. “If these raids continue, there will be no food for the winter. Some in the Council believe we will have to leave this land.” He was shaking his head. “Things have gone from bad to worse for us ever since Jim Weaver stole the Uktena Stone.”

      My ears perked up. I’d heard of that stone before … but where? I was alert now, my full attention on what the men were saying.

      “Joe, Joe.” Mr. McKay was shaking his head now. “I know you’re still angry about Jim. We were all hurt by his betrayal. But you can’t actually believe that stone has anything to do with all of this … with Lieutenant Lovegood and Crow Feather?”

      I sat up a little straighter and cleared my throat. “What stone is that?” I asked, trying to sound innocently curious.

      An uncomfortable silence followed in which Wattie and Grasshopper both seemed suddenly interested in their hands resting in their laps and Terrapin Jo just glared with eyes as hard as steel into the fire.

      I was just about to say it didn’t matter after all when Mr. McKay answered. “It is a legendary stone, called the Uktena Stone, or Serpent’s Stone.”

      Without opening her eyes, Imogen stirred beside me. “I hate snakes,” she whimpered, and flopped over to lean against the settee, allowing me to sit up completely.

      With another weary smile, Wattie’s father continued. “About eight years ago, the stone went missing.”

      “It was stolen,” Terrapin Jo thundered under his breath.

      “It is believed that a man by the name of Jim Weaver stole the stone. He was a man we all trusted. We counted him as one of us.”

      I shot a glance at Terrapin Jo. He glowered more darkly than ever.

      “At any rate,” Mr. McKay continued, “after the stone went missing, the serious troubles started for us here in Nickajack. Many believe it’s because the stone was no longer giving us its protection. But I reckon,” he cast his eyes at Terrapin Jo, “things would’ve got worse, stone or no stone. These mountains are crawling with horse thieves and greedy prospectors who consider this land as theirs for the taking if they can only bully the Cherokee off of it.”

      I wanted to ask more about this Serpent’s Stone and why it mattered so much to the Cherokee, but something told me it would be better to drop the topic. Instead I asked, “But isn’t there anyone who can stop the bullies? I mean, what they’re doing is against the law, isn’t it?”

      “Washington sent us Lieutenant Lovegood to stop them,” Wattie answered with a flash of hot anger in his eyes. “But he proved to be the biggest scoundrel of them all.”

      “If Lovegood sets foot in Nickajack, he will pay,” Grasshopper echoed, cracking his knobbly knuckles threateningly.

      Mr. McKay held up his hands to silence the boys. “Making him pay is not our responsibility. This matter must go to the Governor. He is the United States’ representative to the Cherokee people, and we must keep peace with the United States. If they see Cherokee Country as a lawless place, the president may very well withdraw all protection, and that would be the end of us.”

      Wattie perched on the edge of his chair, looking as excited as a kid at a theme park. “Grasshopper and I will go to Hiwassee Garrison to see the Governor. We’ll tell him everything that happened today.”

      Grasshopper was nodding his head enthusiastically, but Mr. McKay was shaking his. “You’ll do no such thing, William,” he said sharply. It was strange how he kept calling Wattie William when the boy clearly preferred his Cherokee name. “Your duty is to stay right here, continuing with your studies and helping me at the shop. People depend on our honest trade more than ever these days.”

      “But—”

      Before Wattie could argue, his father stood up. “That’s final, William.”

      Flush faced, Wattie clenched his jaw and looked away from his father.

      “The Governor is due for his visit here in a month’s time. The Council will take up the matter with him then. Meanwhile, we must all remain vigilant and carry on as before.”

      Ulma’s calm voice interrupted her husband’s speech. She said something to him in Cherokee, and he nodded. When he spoke, his voice had changed, sounding almost cheerful. “Ulma is right. We should all get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow is the Stomp Dance, and the good Lord knows it is more important than ever that we preserve our traditions and keep hope alive.”

      I thought I caught Wattie and Grasshopper exchange a meaningful look. Before I could be sure, Wattie stood up and stormed out of the room without saying goodnight.

      

      I had never been more exhausted in my life, so why couldn’t I just fall asleep?  Every time I closed my eyes, the day would replay itself in my head: the stampede, the earsplitting sound of Lovegood’s gun firing, the blood matted in Crow Feather’s hair … and the way everyone had gone quiet when I’d asked about the Uktena Stone. Mr. McKay had said the stone was a legend, but legends can’t be stolen. Terrapin Jo really believed the stone possessed some sort of magic. What if he was right? After all, I’d seen magic paintings with my own eyes. Why not a magic stone? And Mr. McKay did admit that things had got worse for Nickajack ever since the stone disappeared. Could there really be a connection?

      The more I thought about the Serpent’s Stone, the more I wanted to know. If I could just remember where I’d heard of it before.

      I gazed at the wooden slats of the ceiling and screwed up my face, trying to remember. Imogen gave a little snort in her sleep, and, just like that, it came to me!

      Throwing the quilt off my legs, I crept out of bed so as not to disturb Imogen. I thrust my arm under the bed and felt around until my hand landed on my rucksack. I’d thrown it under the bed in hopes the maid wouldn’t find it and carry it away with the rest of our modern apparel. I unzipped it, thrust my hand in and pulled out the two items I’d brought with me to 1828: my detective notebook and the little booklet I’d got that morning: Cherokee Legends. A beam of blue moonlight lit up the picture of the giant horned snake rearing its head back from the man with the stone held high over his head.

      I peeled back the cover and ran my finger down the contents page until I found it: “The Legend of the Uktena.” My heart did a little jump as I rifled to the page and read by the moonlight…

      

      This is what the old men told me when I was a boy. The Uktena is the great serpent who haunts the dark passes of the Great Smokey Mountains. He is mightier than the ancient oaks and recognisable by his horns, like the antlers of a buck, and by the diamond set like a blazing star in his forehead.

      Uktena lies in wait for hunters and travellers in lonely places. No man, not even the strongest warrior, can look upon his shining eyes and rippling scales. He will live, but he will spend the rest of his days wandering the hills in madness. Even if the victim can avoid Uktena’s eyes, Uktena can still crush with his mighty coils or spit venom from his arrow-like fangs.

      Only one man has ever outwitted the great Uktena: the wise medicine man Agan-uni’tsi, or “The Groundhog’s Mother.” He shot the serpent with an arrow through the seventh diamond on its back, straight through the heart. After seven days, he returned to the spot where the beast’s carcass lay, all but devoured by the ravens. There he found the stone from Uktena’s head.

      Agan-uni’tsi thereafter became the greatest medicine man who ever lived, and the stone prospered the Cherokee of his village so that they always found game and defeated all their enemies.

      

      I closed the booklet with a shiver. It’s just because my feet are cold, I assured myself. Obviously, I’m not afraid of a giant killer snake with antlers. I scrambled quickly back into bed and pulled the quilt up under my chin, glad to hear Imogen’s steady snoring beside me. I wanted to think, to make sense of this strange legend and all that I’d heard that night, but my thoughts were tumbling quickly into nonsense. In no time, sleep had me tight in its coils.

      

      I’m falling again through swirling colours – purple like the mountains, green like the pine trees, red like fire. Then the colours form into a stampede of galloping horses, running circles around me so that I am inside a cyclone of colour. They get faster and faster until all the colours blur together. Then at last the swirling settles, and I am standing in a meadow, knee deep in tall grass.

      A beautiful Cherokee woman with long skirts and a curtain of black hair down her back is holding her arms out to a baby with thick, black hair. The baby teeters forward on fat little legs and falls into the woman’s arms, giggling. The mother scoops up the child and swirls her around, then stops. She looks over her shoulder, right into my eyes. She smiles, as if beckoning me to come forward, so I do. Still holding the baby in one arm, she waves her free hand across the sky, and suddenly a forest appears, its trees covered in a whole rainbow of autumn leaves. Next, she moves her arm up and down in a wave-like motion, and a sparkling, turquoise river appears.

      I walk to the water’s edge and peer in, but as I look, the water grows dark and murky, then starts bubbling up like hot tar. Before I can back away, a pair of antlers rise up out of the water, followed by a set of blazing red eyes. The giant serpent grows taller and taller, towering over me like a mountain, ready to strike. I have to run, to warn the woman that she and her baby are in danger. But my feet are stuck in mud like concrete. I open my mouth to scream, but no sound comes out. A hiss like oil on a hot frying pan draws my eyes up, up to those vicious, glowing snake eyes. I raise my hands up as it spits black venom from its fangs. This is it. It rears its head back and strikes—
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      I sat up with a gasp. My hands flew automatically over my head to shield against the snake’s steel fangs before I realised I was sitting in bed. The droplets running down my temples were not venom spit after all; it was my own sweat. With a shudder, I looked beside me. Imogen was still in a deep, peaceful sleep. I decided on the spot never to tell her about the nightmare I’d just had.

      The sky was only just starting to glow outside, but I was wide awake now, and not keen to re-enter my dream world. I slid my feet into my pair of soft, deer moccasins ― Ulma had set out a pair for both of us along with nightgowns ― and borrowed a crocheted throw off the end of the bed to wrap around my shoulders.

      A strange sound in the garden drew me to the window. It was a sort of dull thud. It happened again. I touched my nose to the cold glass pane and peered out into the early frosty October morning and saw. A little way off in a grove of birch trees stood Wattie with his back to the house and a bow in hand. He nocked an arrow, took aim and let it fly. Half a second later, the thud came again.

      Well that was one mystery solved. But already, a dozen other questions had fogged up my head like cobwebs from the moment I’d snapped out of my nightmare. My inner detective was hungry for answers, so I decided to seize the moment and go out to speak to Wattie.

      Pulling the shawl tight around my shoulders, I marched across the dewy lawn, sidestepping a pumpkin patch and a chicken coop. Wattie heard me snap a twig underfoot and spun around.

      “I hope I didn’t wake you, Katie Fire-Hair,” he said when he’d spotted me. In his deerskin leggings and a tunic, he looked full Cherokee.

      “Oh no, you didn’t,” I assured him. “I just felt like seeing the sun come up on my first morning in Nickajack.”

      He nodded and went back to his target practice. I sat on a stump just behind him and watched. He was an impressive shot, I thought, wondering how to start the conversation up again without sounding like I was conducting an interrogation. “It’s great news about Crow Feather,” I said brightly.

      Wattie turned halfway around, his profile scowling. “I wonder who will be attacked next time,” he mumbled, then shot another arrow.

      “Do you think Terrapin Jo is right? About that stone having something to do with it? … I mean, do you think it really was magic?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t know. But magic or not, that stone has caused more trouble than it’s worth.” He released another arrow, and it hit the target with a particularly hard ping.

      I was worried that if I’d made him angry, that would be the end of our conversation about the Uktena stone, but then Wattie put down his bow and quiver and plopped right down on the wet grass, his deerskin-covered legs sprawled out in front of him. “They don’t like to talk about the stone because … well, it’s a long story, and not a very happy one.”

      “You mean the story about the medicine man who shot the Uktena in the heart?”

      He looked surprised. “No, no. That’s the legend of the stone. I’m talking about the story that happened just a few years back. About Old Grizzly.”

      “Old Grizzly?” I asked, confused what a bear had to do with it.

      “My father mentioned him. Jim Weaver’s his Christian name, but he’s always been known as Old Grizzly on account of the scar down his face. A grizzly gave it to him when he was trapping furs out West.”

      “Oh. So Old Grizzly’s the man who stole the stone? The one everybody trusted?”

      Wattie nodded, sticking a piece of long grass between his teeth. “That’s the one.”

      “So, this Old Grizzly,” I began, trying to piece the story together bit by bit, “he must’ve believed the stone was magic. Why else would he steal it?”

      “That’s just it,” Wattie answered, his voice rising. “Besides being an honest man – he was like a brother to my father and Terrapin Jo – well, he’s just not the type to believe in fanciful stories.” He shook his head before adding, “Of course, they say he took it for his wife.”

      “What did his wife want it for?”

      “It’s all hogswallop,” Wattie said, waving his hand dismissively. “They say she was some sort of sorceress and wanted the stone for her magic.”

      I pulled my legs up under me on the stump and leaned forward. “What kind of magic?” Wattie shrugged. “Don’t know. I haven’t seen her myself since I was just a runt, and folk don’t mention it much around my family because … well, because of Ka-Ti.”

      “Ka-Ti?” I asked, puzzled by the word.

      “Old Grizzly’s baby daughter. That is, she’s not a baby now; she’s practically a woman.” I could swear Wattie blushed as he said the last bit. He cleared his throat before going on. “When Old Grizzly was thrown in jail for his treachery, Ramona, his wife, brought Ka-Ti here to us and asked my parents to look after her until Jim got out.”

      “But why couldn’t she look after the baby herself?”

      “With all the nasty rumours folk were telling about her, she felt she had to leave Nickajack, but she wanted Ka-Ti raised among her people. Among the Cherokee.”

      “Wait a second.” I held up my hands, needing to rewind. “Old Grizzly’s wife – Ramona – she’s a Cherokee?”

      Wattie nodded, but he was looking at me curiously. “What of it?”

      “Oh, nothing,” I answered casually, but my head was stewing over all this information. The image from my dream flashed into memory of the Cherokee woman and the toddler … it had been a little girl. “So what happened to Ka-Ti?” I asked.

      “We grew up together, she and I,” he said with a happy, far-off look. “Then, three years later, Old Grizzly was let out of prison. My mother wanted to keep Ka-Ti with us, but my father remembered the promise they’d made to Ramona and gave her back to her father. He could never come back to Cherokee Country after what he’d been accused of, so he took Ka-Ti away to the mountains.”

      “Oh.” I was beginning to understand why the story was so difficult for Wattie’s family to recall. “Then, you never saw her again?”

      To my surprise, Wattie grinned. “Well yes, I’ve seen her. And Old Grizzly too.” He lowered his voice as if about to tell me a secret. “In fact, I go to visit Ka-Ti every couple of weeks and take a bundle of goods to them from the shop.”

      “But you just said—”

      “I said Old Grizzly isn’t allowed in Cherokee Country, but he didn’t go far. After all, his wife wanted him to raise Ka-Ti near her people. He built a cabin up in Raccoon Mountain, just over yonder, across the Tennessee River. It’s about halfway between here and Hiwassee Garrison.”

      The image of the Cherokee woman and the baby played across my mind again just as a crisp breeze rustled through the birch trees. I shivered. “Whatever happened to Ramona? Didn’t she ever come back?”

      Wattie pushed himself up and brushed the wet leaves off his backside. He shook his head. “Old Grizzly won’t talk about her, but my mother reckons she travelled west to sell her trade. She was a painter, you see.”

      I thought I’d swallowed my tongue. Wattie rushed over and patted me on the back as I leaned over choking.

      “Are you all right, Katie Fire-Hair?”

      “Fine,” I sputtered, wiping my watering eyes on the corner of my shawl, meanwhile trying to think of how to ask my next, burning question. “Exactly what kind of paintings did Ramona do… I mean, were they anything … out of the ordinary?”

      Wattie scratched his chin. “I can’t say, really. She was gifted. I know that much.”

      I could see I wasn’t going to get much more out of Wattie about Ramona. “When do you think you’ll visit Ka-Ti again?”

      He stepped away and gave me a hard stare, as if deciding whether I could be trusted or not. “Can you keep a secret, Katie Fire-Hair?”

      I nodded. He looked very grave, and I wondered what he was about to tell me.

      “Grasshopper and I are leaving on a journey tonight. Just after the stomp dance. We’re going to Hiwassee Garrison to tell the Governor what Lieutenant Lovegood’s been up to. We’ll have to break the journey, and Raccoon Mountain is halfway to Hiwassee.”

      “But your father said—”

      “My father wants me to grow up to be a white man, go off to a university in New England and forget who I am. Well I’m a Cherokee of Nickajack, and I intend to stand up to Lovegood and anyone else who thinks they can bully us off our land.” In a fury, he picked up his bow, strung an arrow and let it loose.

      “But,” I hesitated, not wanting to sound cowardly, “are you sure it’s a good idea? Going off like that against your father’s orders?”

      He gave me a stern look, probably wondering if he’d made a mistake telling me his secret.

      “I won’t tell,” I assured him.

      He took a deep breath and blew it out. “You needn’t worry, Katie Fire-Hair. I travel for my father’s trade all the time. I know the route backward and forward. Besides, Grasshopper and I are nearly men. That makes us responsible for what happens to this village. The decision is made. We’re going.” With pursed lips, he turned back towards his target.

      After a minute of feverish thought, I scrambled off the stump to stand beside him. I couldn’t let this moment pass. There was something in this story about Old Grizzly that had to be important. Magic and paint in the same place could not be all a coincidence. “Couldn’t we come with you, Imogen and I?”

      He didn’t even give the idea a thought before shaking his head. “No, Katie Fire-Hair. But I’ve been thinking about it, and I will ask in Hiwassee Garrison if anyone’s heard of your uncle, Tom Tippery. It may be he has travelled through that way.” He started to string another arrow.

      “But that’s all the more reason that we should come with you! If we do find our uncle, then we’ll be on our way. And anyway, we should be with you when you see the Governor. We are, after all, the only two people who saw exactly what happened to Crow Feather. We can testify!”

      I watched as he seemed to be chewing over my arguments.

      “And,” I added for good measure, “I’d really like to speak with Ka-Ti.”

      I was surprised to see the frown on his face. “You can’t speak with her,” he said flatly before nocking the next arrow.

      “Why not?”

      He sighed and dropped the bow. “Because Ka-Ti doesn’t speak.”

      I looked at him dumbly. “You mean she’s shy?”

      “Well, there’s that. She doesn’t meet many strangers. But I mean she doesn’t speak at all. She’s mute. Has been since her mother left. Of course,” a grin began to play at the corner of his lips again, “she has her own way of talking.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “She speaks in pictures. Draws, paints. sometimes she used to scratch out her thoughts in the riverbank. It takes getting used to, but once you do, it’s … well, it’s like seeing things you never imagined before.” His eyes were glowing, but with one glance in my direction, he went pink and began to fiddle with his arrow’s fletching.

      I sat silently for a minute feeling more strongly than ever that I had to meet Ka-Ti. There were answers wrapped up in this strange, sad story, I just knew it. “Wattie,” I said, breaking the silence at last. “Please let us come with you. We can help, and I’d still like to meet Ka-Ti, even if she can’t speak in words. Please.”

      He clenched and unclenched his jaw as he thought. I felt sure he was about to say yes. Then, to my frustration, he shook his head. “I’m sorry, Katie Fire-Hair. I admire your courage, but it’s just too dangerous. You saw what the forest is like. Bandits, outlaws…” He shrugged apologetically before letting another arrow fly.

      I was far from giving up that easily. “If it’s all that dangerous, why don’t you teach me to shoot a bow? That way I can defend myself.”

      Wattie looked sideways at me as if to see if I was joking. “Girls don’t shoot bows.”

      “Sure they do. Plenty of girls shoot bows in the movies … I mean… uh…”

      “Movies?” Wattie frowned.

      I scrambled around for a cover-up. “What I meant was, if I moved to England, I’d be sure to learn how to shoot a bow. All the girls there do it.”

      Wattie took his aim. “I don’t mean any disrespect, Katie Fire-Hair, but you’re not in England. You’re in Cherokee Country. And to the Cherokee, this is a warrior’s weapon.” He gave his bow a loving look. “The warrior doesn’t just learn to shoot. He earns his bow by practicing, first with a blowgun.” From a tall woven basket nearby, Wattie took a long piece of river cane and a small hide pouch. “If you wish to shoot, start with this.”

      I looked at the blowgun uncertainly. It was nearly as long as I was tall. “How do I shoot it?”

      “Like this.” Wattie took what I guessed was a dart from the pouch. One end was fletched with something feathery and soft, the other end was sharply pointed. He fed the dart into one end of the blowgun, held it up to his mouth, breathed in, and gave a mighty puff of air. I didn’t even see the dart until it landed with a thud in the target.

      “But that takes years of practice.” He handed me the cane and the pouch. “Just see how far you can get the dart.”

      I took them, a wild idea forming in my mind. “If I hit the bullseye, will you take Imogen and me with you to Hiwassee Garrison?”

      Wattie smirked, then gave me an appraising look. “Ok,” he said at last. “You hit the bullseye – on your first shot – and I’ll take you along.”

      “And Imogen,” I added.

      “Of course. We wouldn’t leave your cousin the Skunk behind.”

      “All right then.” Pretending more confidence that I felt, I did exactly what I’d seen Wattie do, loading the little dart into the pipe, and holding the end up to my mouth with both hands. I took a deep, steadying breath, fixed my eyes on the bullseye, and blew the biggest burst of air I could muster.

      I don’t know who was more shocked, me or Wattie, when the very next second, my dart appeared smack dab inside the red circle. Both of our mouths fell open as we gawked at the bullseye. I’d actually done it! Before Wattie could find his voice, I pulled myself together, handed him back the blowgun, and said, as if hitting the bullseye was all in a day’s work, “Well, I guess I’d better go tell Imogen we’ll be off tonight.”
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            Little Beaver’s Help

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was only just fully up and already I’d managed to find out a little more about the mysterious Uktena Stone and persuade Wattie to take us along on his journey. Now all I had to do was get Imogen on board. How hard could that be? I thought, trying to keep up my optimistic streak.

      I found Imogen apparently just waking up, sitting crossedlegged in bed with her forehead in her hands. She peered blearily from under her hand at me and groaned. “I was sure it would all turn out to be just a terrible dream,” she croaked.

      “’Fraid not,” I said, plopping down on the bed. “But I think I may have some good news.”

      She dropped her hands, leaving her hair in a wild mess. “PLEASE tell me you’ve found a way home.”

      “Well not exactly that,” I began. But before I could say another word, the wild-looking Imogen growled and started rummaging in the folds of the quilt.

      “Where is it? Oh my gosh, where is it?” she shrieked, looking wilder still, now on all fours, scrambling up and down the bed.

      “Where’s what?”

      She sat back on her heels and looked at me like I was as thick as a brick. “My phone! It was right here all night, right beside my head!”

      “We’ve been over this, Imogen,” I answered grumpily, but tossing the pillows aside to appease her. “Your phone is useless here.”

      “It doesn’t matter!” she said in a high voice, her head popping up from the side of the bed where she’d been searching the floor. “Katie, don’t you get it? That phone is the only thing I have from home. It’s got my entire life on it. All my photos, all my texts from Poppy and … and Mum and Dad.” She sank back down onto the downy mattress. “I don’t care if it works here. It’s going to work when we go back, and I need to have it with me when we do.”

      I stared at Imogen. She looked much younger, hunched over like that, wearing an oversized nightgown. “I do get it,” I said finally. The truth was, though I still thought Imogen’s phone obsession was a bit pathetic, I really did know how she felt, desperate to cling to any little piece of home. I had felt that way last time about my little Sherlock Holmes book that Charlie had given me. It had been my lucky charm while I was stuck in the past … a reminder of the people I loved back home … a tiny little spark of hope that I would get back to them somehow.

      I reached out my hand, feeling awkward, and touched Imogen’s shoulder. “We’ll find your phone. Don’t worry.”

      She sniffed. “Well it’s not here. Somebody must’ve taken it in the night.”

      Just at that moment, a little giggle from behind made us swivel around. Little Beaver’s grinning face disappeared behind the door in a flash.

      “Immy, do you think maybe Little Beaver…?”

      Imogen had had the same thought. She was on her feet and out the door in a flash. I followed, thinking we’d have bigger fish to fry if any of the adults discovered the mobile phone before we did. Explaining it would require some serious creativity.

      We chased Little Beaver down the hall where she dashed into the kitchen. Someone – probably Ulma or the maid – was busy inside.

      “Wait,” I said, gesturing to Imogen to be quiet. Next minute, Little Beaver reappeared in the hall carrying some strange contraption. She held it up proudly to show us. I could have laughed. It was Imogen’s phone all right, but it was acting as a chair. The little girl had tied a cornhusk baby doll to it with a piece of twine. Imogen held out her hands to Little Beaver, but the little girl spun on her bare feet and ran for the door at the end of the hall, waving us to follow before she disappeared.

      We tiptoed passed the kitchen, then broke into a run, just managing to avoid a collision with the maid who was coming through the door with a basket full of linens.

      “Sorry!” I called over my shoulder as I followed the pursuit across the lawn. Imogen was gaining on Little Beaver, but as the little girl raced towards the trees, the ground became pebbly, and Imogen, who hadn’t bothered to put on shoes, was forced to pick her way slowly and painfully across the rocks. “Ow!” She winced. “How does she do that?”

      I had my moccasins on and was able to keep up a bit better, but Little Beaver seemed not even to notice the rocks beneath her little feet. She reached the edge of a stream, flashed a smiled at us, then squatted down beside the water. “Oh no,” I muttered. So that was her game – Imogen’s phone would be the doll’s canoe. She was going to drop it into the water.

      Imogen must have had the same realisation. “Stop! Little Beaver, NO!” she howled, pushing past me. Little Beaver recognised the word “no”; she stopped and looked around a little uncertainly. That gave Imogen just enough time to reach the bank and snatch the phone, doll and all, out of a surprised Little Beaver’s hands. I caught up just in time to hear Imogen’s exuberant “Yes!” But Little Beaver’s face was quickly changing from shocked to traumatised. As Imogen hugged the phone, the little girl dropped into a squat and started to bawl.

      Imogen froze. “Oh great. Now what do I do?”

      “Give her the doll back,” I urged her.

      She quickly ripped the piece of twine off to free the doll from the phone and held it out in front of Little Beaver. She stopped crying long enough to look up at Imogen with terror in her eyes, then burst into a second wave of tears.

      “She’s going to wake up the whole village!” Imogen said, looking at me desperately. “Wait, I have an idea.” She bent down beside Little Beaver and got the little girl’s attention. Then, holding out a strand of her hair, she said slowly, “Little Beaver, would you like to play with my hair?” She mimed pulling a comb through her hair and nodded, smiling. Little Beaver seemed to understand. A wide smile broke out on her tear-stained face and she nodded enthusiastically. Next minute, she had Imogen by the hand, dragging her back across the river rocks towards the house.

      Once Little Beaver had installed Imogen back in the bedroom, she ran off and came right back with a comb and a little clay pot and happily set to work on Imogen’s hair. I didn’t take any chances but dove straight into telling Imogen about my conversation with Wattie that morning.

      “So the plan is,” I said, finally getting to it, “we leave tonight, just after the Stomp Dance.”

      Imogen’s head was bobbing up and down with each stroke of Little Beaver’s comb. “So… you’re saying you think we should follow the trail of this snake stone thing,” she made a disgusted face, “because that’s somehow going to lead us to a way home?”

      “I think it could lead us to the answer. If we could get that stone back to Nickajack, maybe it would help the Cherokees.”

      Imogen grimaced as Little Beaver yanked. “And if we can’t?”

      “Well then we can at least testify to the Governor about what we saw. We’re the only witnesses, after all. It might make all the difference.”

      “Who cares if we make a difference, Katie? We just need to get home.”

      “I just have a feeling―” I began, but Imogen cut me off.

      “A feeling worth risking our lives for?”

      “A feeling,” I continued, “that helping this village may be the reason we’re here.”

      Imogen rolled her eyes. “What do you mean, the reason? It’s not like we’re supposed to be here. It was an accident, obviously.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t,” I argued, wishing I could have a go at yanking Imogen’s hair. “Last time, at Otterly Manor, I thought it was an accident, but Tom Tippery said I was there for a purpose … to help Sophia.”

      “Katie,” Imogen paused. She looked thoughtful, like she was chewing over what I’d said. At last she said, “That’s probably the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Stop trying to be the hero, would you? Tom Tipp-a-thingy probably told you that to make you feel better.”

      I clenched my fists at my side, forcing my voice to stay calm. “Well whether he did or didn’t, if I hadn’t tried to help, I’d never have found him, and I’d probably still be there now. So maybe,” I drew a deep breath and let it out, “maybe if we try to help now, it will lead us to a way home.”

      “I’m still not convinced. I think we should stay here where it’s safe until we have something real to go by.”

      “Wattie’s going,” I said, quickly changing tactics. “You said you thought he was cute.”

      “Not cute enough to risk my life for.”

      “Fine,” I said, giving up. “You can stay here and play with—” I stopped. I had just noticed Little Beaver dipping her hand into the pot and rubbing some kind of white paste in Imogen’s hair. “What’s that she’s putting in your hair?”

      Imogen reached up and touched her head, then pulled her hand away and looked at a glob of goo on her fingers. She gagged. “Little Beaver,” her voice quavered. She twisted around to look the little girl in the eye and pointed to the clay pot. “What. Is. This?” she asked, emphasising every word.

      I was surprised when Little Beaver answered in a perfect imitation of Imogen, emphasising each of her words with a nod of her head. “Bear. Fat.”

      Imogen froze. I was afraid for a second that she was going to explode at the poor little girl again. Thankfully, she just turned back with her lips pursed tight together as if she were trying not to be sick. After a second, she took a deep breath. “Fine,” she said in a defeated voice. “I’ll go with you.” Then, with her usual feistiness, added, “But Katie, don’t you dare get us killed.”
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            Stomp Dance

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was setting with a spectacular show of colours as we set off with Wattie’s family for the stomp dance. Mr. McKay had gone off hours earlier along with Terrapin Jo to meet with the Chief and other council members, but Grasshopper and his mother, Ulma’s sister, had come to help carry the baskets of food Ulma had spent the day preparing.

      As Wattie hitched the horses to an old wooden wagon and helped his mother and aunt onto the driver’s bench, Grasshopper sneaked up behind Imogen and me with his usual knack for not making any noise. We both jumped.

      “Gosh. Could you give some kind of warning before you just appear?” Imogen said in a huff.

      Grasshopper, who seemed in a very good mood, grinned and replied, “You mean like this?” He cupped his hands over his mouth and made a loud, high-pitched bird call.

      Imogen covered her ears and moved away, scowling at him. “Just ‘hello’ or ‘excuse me’ would work just fine.”

      Grasshopper sidled over to her and leaned in so the women in the wagon couldn’t hear. “What’s wrong, Dilli? You are not looking forward to our journey together?”

      “Don’t call me that,” Imogen snapped. Her scowl turned on Wattie who was offering his hand to help her into the wagon. Ignoring his hand, she muttered over her shoulder to me, “I can still change my mind, you know,” then hoisted herself up onto the bench beside Little Beaver. I climbed up beside her, balancing a basket of hot selu cakes – the corn cakes we’d had the night before – and a clay dish of dumpling-like bean fry bread, fresh from the skillet and still steaming.  Little Beaver reached across Imogen and snatched a sticky dumpling in her chubby little hand.

      “Please don’t put that in my hair,” Imogen said, watching the little girl out the corner of her eye as she happily nibbled on the doughy lump. “It took me half the day with my head under the ice cold water pump to get that bear grease out.”

      I could see Imogen was in a mood. I would have to be careful or she really might change her mind. “You know the boys were just having a laugh,” I said lightly. “It’s probably because they secretly really like you.”

      She rolled her eyes, but I thought I detected just a hint of a smile on the corner of her mouth. I’d just have to keep her smiling a little longer. The plan was that we would break away from the stomp dance about midnight, while the others were still in the thick of the festivities. Just a few hours to go. In the meantime, I wanted to take in every aspect of life in Cherokee Country.

      As we rumbled down the dirt road in the wagon, I became fascinated by the sights and smells of Nickajack. Families were coming out of their cabins, weighed down with baskets and pots of their own, joining the procession winding its way down the road. Excited children whooped at their friends and ran ahead of their mothers, who walked nimbly and gracefully in their long, beaded skirts. But it was the men who stood out, dressed for the special occasion in their colourful tunics and wampum belts. Some of them wore turbans like Terrapin Jo, but others’ heads were shaved except for a long braid or painted feathers on the crest of their scalps. Many had painted their faces with red and black war paint and wore all kinds of silver jewelry, nose rings and earrings. If I’d met men looking like that in the forest, I’d have run for my life. But here in friendly Nickajack, I thought they were simply fascinating.

      Many people waved to Ulma and her sister as we rode past, then craned to get a good look at Imogen and me in the back seat, clearly as fascinated by two strange white girls as I was by them.

      We arrived at a great open meadow at the end of the village, between a sea of cornstalks on one side and bluish mountains lined in gold from the sunset on the other, and followed Ulma to drop off our bundles on some trestle tables already piled with food.

      “Let’s see if we can find Wattie and Grasshopper,” I said into Imogen’s ear, then fell in among the jostling and happy chatter.

      A large group of people were gathered together, evidently watching something. “Ooh, this must be the stickball game!” I said, pushing forward to the front of the crowd. “Wattie said he and Grasshopper were playing.”

      We finally wormed our way to the front of the crowd, then quickly stumbled back again as a stampede of shouting men and boys came hurtling towards us like a runaway train. Wattie was in front, sweaty and shirtless and holding up what looked like a wooden lacrosse stick. He had the ball!

      He dodged his attackers with the agility of a jackrabbit, then spotted Grasshopper, who was waving his arms wildly halfway down the field, open for the pass. Wattie cocked back with the stick and let the ball fly, and not a second too soon. A millisecond later, Wattie was pig piled by a herd of some very large, very fierce looking men. But the tactic had worked! Grasshopper caught the ball in his own basket and shot off down the field unopposed as the other team were still scrambling to get up from the pile. His gangly legs moved in a blur right to the end of the field where he slowed, drew his stick back behind his head, then catapulted the ball through the air where it pinged off of a wooden fish at the top of a pole. The crowd went wild.

      The excitement was catching, and I found myself jumping up and down.

      Imogen, who, I’d heard, was something of a star on her school lacrosse team, was having none of it. With her arms crossed over her chest and a superior look on her face, she leaned over. “They must be joking if they think they’re playing lacrosse. They’ve just completely ignored about six different rules of the game. They should just leave it to the English to do it properly.”

      “Actually,” I said, feeling a little indignant, “my dad told me the Native Americans invented it. The English just nicked it and changed the name.”

      Imogen looked cross and grumbled, “Well, they’re certainly not playing it right. I could give them a few pointers. For example—”

      But before she got the chance to give any examples, the game was over, and we were being swept along with the moving crowd.

      “Where is everyone going?” Imogen shouted over the excited murmur.

      I stood on my tiptoes to get a better look ahead. “I see Wattie’s family! Come on.”

      Mr. McKay spotted us and waved us over. “Ah, there you are, lasses. I’ve saved you seats with our clan.” He escorted us over to a wooden structure covering several rows of benches where Ulma, her sister and Little Beaver welcomed us. The rest of the crowd too were finding seats in structures like ours all along the outside of a big square of smooth, red dirt. “This is the Stomp Ground,” Mr. McKay explained. “And that there,” he pointed to a smoking mound in the middle of the dirt square, “is the sacred fire.”

      Imogen raised an eyebrow. “What’s so sacred about it?”

      “Don’t you know?” Mr. McKay looked excited by the opportunity to impart some cultural knowledge. “The Cherokee are the People of the Fire. The Sacred Fire must never be allowed to go out. As long as it burns, there’s hope for the Cherokee.”

      “Which is why Katie Fire-Hair is a welcome visitor!” Wattie added as he and Grasshopper slid onto the bench in front of me. They were still red faced and sweaty, but at least they’d put on their tunics and belts. “Come along, Katie Fire-Hair. You can be my partner for the quail dance.”

      “And Dilli can be mine,” Grasshopper offered, wiggling his eyebrows at Imogen as if to tempt her.

      Imogen leaned away and made a sarcastic sound. “Um, thanks, but I don’t do quail dancing.” But Ulma was already bent over and lifting the hem of Imogen’s skirt, strapping a pair of turtle shells to her shins.

      “No, really, I don’t…” Imogen tried to protest, but an eager Little Beaver already had her by the hand and was tugging her up on her feet and off towards the Stomp Ground.

      Imogen gave me a pleading look over her shoulder. I smiled and waved as Ulma fitted turtle shells to my shins.

      She nodded. “Now you dance, Katie Fire-Hair.”

      With every step towards the dance ground, the beans in the turtle shells under my skirt made a rattling sound. The sound echoed around the square as more girls and women fell in line to dance. Then a man standing in the middle beside the fire mound raised a hide drum in one hand and started to beat it with a stick in the other. Keeping a steady beat, he raised his mouth and started to sing: “Wo hi ye hi ye, Wo hi ye hi.” Someone in the men’s line gave an ear-splitting shout which was echoed by everyone on the dance floor, and the quail dance began.

      As I joined in, shuffling my feet backward and forward and waving my arms like chicken wings, I thought of the prim, graceful dances I’d learned last summer for the King’s Banquet at Otterly Manor. If only the French dance master could see me now,” I thought with a laugh. Cherokee dancing was certainly not graceful. It was wild and wonderful. All the dancers whooped and laughed and looked to be having the time of their lives. I glanced over at Imogen and could hardly believe my eyes. Her smile was nearly as big as Little Beaver’s as they flapped their wings together, laughing.

      After the quail dance came the bear dance, then the buffalo dance and the corn dance, where the men circled outside of the women and tossed corn cobs into our aprons. It was such great fun, no one seemed to notice the sun go down and the great, yellow full moon rise up.

      Nobody even noticed the three men on horseback until they rode right into the middle of the Stomp Ground. Then the music stopped. Everyone moved back, clear of the panting, stomping horses, and several women screamed and ran to find their children. I grabbed Little Beaver’s hand and Imogen took the other as we pressed against the frightened people, every one of them gazing up at the proud figure sitting high on a grey steed.
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            Flight to the River

          

        

      

    

    
      The spell was broken. For a little while, I, like everyone else at the Stomp Dance, had forgotten Nickajack’s troubles. Now here they were, standing right in front of us in the shape of Lieutenant Lovegood and a couple of backup officers.

      “I’ve come with an announcement from Governor Blunt,” Lovegood shouted out in a voice that suggested he had better things to do.

      Somebody pushed me from behind, and I looked up to see Wattie with a look that could curdle milk on his face. He was pushing his way towards Lovegood.

      “No, Wattie, don’t,” I whispered and grabbed his arm. I’d seen just how reckless that cold-hearted man could be.

      He yanked his arm out of my grip without a word, but the next second another hand reached over my shoulder and caught Wattie’s arm in a much tighter hold. Mr. McKay shook his head at his son, then walked calmly into the clearing to face Lovegood. I could hear Wattie breathe as he stewed beside me.

      “Lieutenant,” Mr. McKay’s voice was casual and welcoming. “So good of you to stop by for our little gathering. To what do we owe the honour?”

      Lovegood looked annoyed to have to repeat himself. “As I said, I have an announcement from Hiwassee Garrison.”

      Mr. McKay, still smiling good-naturedly, replied in an almost apologetic tone, “I’m sure you’re merely acting out of misinformation, but I should tell you this is not really the time or place. You see, you’re trampling on sacred ground here. Unintentionally, I’m sure,” he added.

      Lovegood just smirked. “What better time and place could there be? The Governor wants the whole village to hear this.”

      Mr. McKay tried again. “Why don’t we go to the Council House? We can discuss the Governor’s message there. After all, it’s customary for the Chief and the Council to hear it first.”

      “No time, McKay,” was the flat answer. He moved his horse forward, forcing Mr. McKay to step out of the way. “Listen,” Lovegood shouted to the crowd once again. “The Governor has heard of your troubles here in Nickajack. He wants to help.”

      Wattie and I exchanged a look as a hopeful-sounding murmur went through the crowd. But he and I were both thinking the same thing. What on earth was Lovegood playing at?

      “Governor Blunt has applied to the President,” the lieutenant continued, “and can guarantee that the United States will grant five acres of land in a settlement on the Western Frontier to any man who wishes to sell his property here and move.”

      The murmur rose and became anxious.

      “This land is our home!” someone called out.

      “Why should we move?” asked another person.

      “Yes. Why should we?” This time it was Terrapin Jo who spoke. He stepped into the firelight to face Lovegood beside Mr. McKay. “You were sent by Washington to keep lawbreakers out of Cherokee Country. Why should we leave our homes because you have not done your job?”

      Lovegood just stared at Terrapin Jo a moment, then his mouth curled into the same sneering smirk. How I wanted to smack that stupid smile off his face. To my surprise, Imogen made a snarling sound to my other side. Apparently, she felt the same urge.

      “And you think none of that lawbreaking is done by the Cherokee?” Lovegood leaned over his knee and lowered his voice so only those close enough could hear. “As long as you people are here, there will always be trouble.”

      Terrapin Jo’s expression remained hard as a rock. “No, Lieutenant. As long as you are here, we will have trouble.”

      Lovegood leaned back in the saddle, smiling as if he’d just heard a joke. “I’d like to see you prove that,” he said, almost chuckling.

      “My son Crow Feather is proof enough.”

      For the first time, Lovegood’s arrogant smile faltered and a shadow of fear crossed his face as he mouthed the name Crow Feather. Then, inexplicably, his narrowed eyes shifted about and landed on me. My heart leapt, but I forced myself not to look away. His cold blue eyes bored into mine ― he looked as though he was trying to recall a memory – then, as if the moment had never happened, he snapped out of the staring contest as his smile returned. Taking the reins of his horse, he called out once more over the crowd. “You have three days to consider the Governor’s gracious offer. If you choose not to accept it, you’ll have to live with the consequences.” He raised his white-gloved hands up by his face. “My hands are clean.” And with that, he gave his giant steed a nudge and, with his two cronies behind him, galloped off into the night.

      “We should have told the village,” Wattie said angrily as his father turned back to our huddle amidst the now jostling crowd. “Then we might have taken him on, right here and now. We could’ve ended it tonight.”

      “No, son.” Mr. McKay’s friendly manner had vanished. He looked dangerously angry as he raised his finger in Wattie’s face. “That is not how we do things. We will act according to the law. Do you understand?”

      Wattie looked away, fuming, and gave one short nod.

      “I have to speak to the Chief,” Mr. McKay said, and scooping up Little Beaver, he disappeared into the crowd.

      Wattie watched him go, then turned back to Imogen, Grasshopper and me. “We leave now,” he said.

      Grasshopper nodded, then disappeared.

      “Where’s he going?” Imogen asked.

      “To ready the canoe. We’ll meet him at the river. First, we need to get some supplies from my father’s store.”

      “Are you sure about this?” I asked. As much as I wanted to go, I was beginning to worry our plans could cause a real rift between Wattie and his father.

      Wattie looked at me with his eyebrows furrowed in an intense glare. “You heard Lovegood. Who knows what he’s planning in three days’ time? We won’t stop him by waiting around while the Council has more meetings.”

      I nodded. “In that case, lead on.”

      The chaos caused by Lovegood’s unwelcome announcement made it easy to wind our way through the crowd and slip off unnoticed across the meadow, that is, once Imogen and I shed our turtle shell rattles. Wattie stayed low and ran almost silently down the dirt road while Imogen and I did our best to imitate.

      The sight of the Lieutenant seemed to have fired Imogen up about our journey to Hiwassee Garrison. She kept up a whispered tirade behind me: “That jerk… the nerve to show his face here… not get away with this… so unfair!” To my surprise, Imogen’s every word expressed how I felt about it. Sure, I’d read about things like this in history class – native Americans forced to leave their homes unfairly and all. But now it was happening to real people … people we’d danced and laughed with … the McKays and Grasshopper’s family. For once, I felt Imogen had the right of it: Lovegood had to be stopped.

      “Stop!”

      I halted so suddenly that Imogen rammed into the back of me. Apparently, we’d both been so caught up in our thoughts, we hadn’t even noticed Wattie leave the road. He waved from behind a row of bushes growing up beside a cabin with a swinging sign hanging from the porch that read Trade Store followed by some swirling Cherokee letters.

      Once we’d crouched down behind the hedge, Wattie gave orders. “I’ll go first and unlock the door, then whistle once for you to follow.”

      “Ok,” I whispered. A second later, the whistle came, and Imogen and I tiptoed up the steps to the porch and darted through the shop door. Wattie closed it quietly, then spun around, his eyes bright in the moonlight beaming through the window.

      “Katie Fire-Hair, with me. Dilli, stand guard at the window and watch to see if anyone’s coming down the road.”

      Imogen rolled her eyes, but did as she was told without even complaining about the nickname.

      I followed Wattie around a long counter covered in furs and fabrics. He took a piece of some kind of animal hide and threw it out flat on the floor. “Put the things on that.” He nodded towards the hide, then started rummaging through barrels, baskets and crates along the shelves that lined the store’s back wall, handing me the oddest assortment of things, from gunpowder to hollowed gourds. “Oh yes, I almost forgot.” He reached under the counter and pulled out a narrow, woven basket, about the length of a soda bottle, and offered it to me.

      “What is it?” I asked, taking the basket from him and holding it up to the moonlight to appreciate the red and green zig-zag designs woven around its middle.

      “It was my first dart quiver. My mother made it for me when I was just learning to shoot.”

      “She made it?” I said impressed. “It’s really lovely.”

      “The blowgun’s inside. Only a small one, but useful. It’s yours now, sharp shooter.”

      I looked up, not knowing quite what to say. “Mine? But … I couldn’t …”

      He grinned crookedly. “’Course you can. I’ve moved on to bigger guns.” He patted the rifle sling on his chest. “I bequeath it to you as your teacher. You’ve earned it.”

      I smiled. “Well then, you’d better show me how to use it properly.”

      He took the basket from my sweaty hands. “You sling it over your shoulder, like so.” He looped the strap over my head and I situated it across my chest, feeling somehow taller with the quiver on my back.

      “You’ll make a good warrior, Katie Fire-Hair,” he said with a sharp nod.

      Before I could thank him for the gift, Imogen gasped. “Oh my gosh, it’s him. No, it’s both of them!”

      “Who?” Wattie and I asked in unison, both dropping everything and hurrying over to the window. The window had a view of the road and the thicket on the other side of the road where an unmistakable officer sitting on an unmistakable grey horse was having a conversation with an enormously tall, broad-shouldered Cherokee man. If the size of him wasn’t giveaway enough, his long, black hair and the glinting tomahawk dangling from his belt brought the terrible memory back sharp as a knife edge. The man who’d come out of the shadows in the cave. Black Fox.
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            The Fox and the Stone

          

        

      

    

    
      We kept throwing glances over our shoulders as we followed Wattie through the village, across some vegetable patches and into a dense forest of cornstalks. Only when we were deep into the maze of tall, swaying stalks did I feel I could breathe again. Wattie wound his way through the rows and rows of corn, following a path only he could see, and at last brought us out onto a river bank.

      Grasshopper was waiting at the water’s edge beside a long canoe that looked more like half a hollowed-out log. He greeted us with a low bird call. “What took so long?”

      “Ambushed,” Wattie said, and explained how we’d watched Lovegood and Black Fox from the shop window until we were certain they’d gone and the coast was clear. “You know Black Fox,” Wattie added. “He can make himself invisible when he wants to.”

      That thought sent a shiver down my spine, and Imogen started casting her eyes around frantically.

      “He didn’t follow us,” Wattie said reassuringly. “But best not to linger here and give him the chance.”

      He and Grasshopper loaded the rolled-up tarp into the canoe, then grabbed hold of its sides and pushed it into the water. Wattie kept a foot on the stern, keeping it steady. “You navigate first,” he said to Grasshopper, clearly waiting for his cousin to climb into the canoe. But Grasshopper didn’t budge.

      “I have to stay in Nickajack,” he said at last, his eyes falling to his feet.

      Wattie looked taken aback. “I don’t understand. We agreed to do this together … for Crow Feather.”

      “That is just it,” Grasshopper said, sounding sorrowful but determined. “With Crow Feather hurt, my father has no one to help him. He was once a great warrior, but now he grows old. He cannot bring in the harvest and defend our home on his own.”

      The two cousins stared at each other for a moment, both with a look of stern determination on their brows. At last, Wattie held out his hand, and they clasped arms. Wattie spoke up first. “Look after them and my family too. Tell my mother and father not to worry.”

      Grasshopper nodded solemnly, then turned to me and Imogen. “Tell the Governor what you saw. Get justice for Crow Feather. For all of us. I believe you have come to Nickajack for this purpose.”

      His words hit me like a punch in the stomach. “Do you really think so?” I asked, wanting desperately to believe him.

      Grasshopper gave me a crooked smile, which made him look younger and less stern, and pointed to my head. “It is a sign, Katie Fire-Hair. As long as the fire burns, there is hope for the Cherokee.” Next he turned to Imogen. “And that goes for Dilli also.”

      Imogen rolled her eyes, but only half-heartedly. “Tell Little Beaver I said goodbye,” she said. “And …” – she seemed to be struggling with herself – “tell her I hope I see her again soon.”

      Once again, Grasshopper nodded. “Donadagohu’I,” he said.

      “Until we meet again,” Wattie answered.

      We watched as the sea of cornstalks swallowed Grasshopper. Then I climbed into the canoe followed by Imogen, and at last Wattie waded out and climbed into the stern.

      “Without Grasshopper, we will all need to paddle,” he said, indicating the short-handled paddles in the canoe’s keel between us. I handed one to Imogen, then situated myself so I was sitting on my shins, and followed Wattie’s lead as he dipped his paddle into the dark water.

      We didn’t talk, just paddled, watching the shore. I could tell Wattie was feeling deflated about Grasshopper staying behind. I could only guess what Imogen might be thinking. I could hardly believe what she’d said – that she hoped to see Little Beaver again. I was sure she’d wanted nothing more than to leave Cherokee Country far behind and get back to her own world. Was it possible she was actually worried about what might happen to these people?

      My own mind was churning with a dozen questions about Lovegood and Black Fox and what awaited us down the river. I kept coming back to what Grasshopper had said, that we were here for a purpose. I didn’t know if my red hair had anything to do with it, but I hoped deep down that it was true, that this journey would lead us to the reason we’d come, and then home.

      I was startled from my thoughts when the canoe suddenly lurched forward. The water was moving more quickly. The river was getting wider, and up ahead something jutted out across the water with a little, glowing light at the end of it.

      Wattie pulled in his paddle and twisted around in his seat. “It’s the ferry crossing up ahead, where this river runs into the Tennessee. Those waters are too treacherous to navigate by night. We’ll just crawl past the ferry, then bank for the night, just over there in those trees.” He pointed to the distant shore.

      As we drifted silently closer to the ferry, I could make out the silhouette of the ferryman in the light of his lantern, leaned against a rope barrel. As we edged past, all was quiet except the river lapping against the pier and the ferryman’s snores that carried across the water.

      Once clear of the ferry, we put our paddles back in and steered to shore.  Once we’d pulled the canoe up on land, Wattie collected up some of the bundles from the keel and threw us each a rolled-up piece of animal hide. “Here. For sleeping on.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      Imogen was looking at the furry bundle miserably. “I will never complain about having to sleep in a tent ever again.”

      I sat on my mat and watched Wattie work away at trying to start a fire with just a couple of sticks and a little ball of kindling. Neither Imogen nor I spoke while he spindled a stick between his hands, his face screwed up concentrating. Then finally, a little ribbon of smoke appeared. He wrapped the smoking embers into the ball of kindling, held it to his lips, then blew on it gently. After what seemed like a lot of blowing, the first flicker of flame shot out, and in no time, we had a full-grown fire to warm us. Wattie leaned back on his elbow, admiring his work and looking very pleased with himself.

      I didn’t give him much time to bask in his success. There were too many questions that needed answering. “So what do you think they were talking about? Lovegood and Black Fox?”

      Wattie frowned. “Maybe they were arguing?”

      Imogen and I looked at each other with raised eyebrows. “They definitely weren’t arguing,” she said. “Did you hear raised voices?”

      “I agree. It looked more like conspiring.” Imogen nodded. “But that doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “If Black Fox hates white settlers, why would he conspire with Lovegood, the biggest bully of them all?”

      Wattie squinted into the flames as if he was looking for answers. “I don’t know.”

      “Why does he hate white people so much anyway?” Imogen asked, pulling her bear skin tight around her shoulders so she looked like some sort of very strange forest animal. “What did they ever do to him?”

      Wattie kept his eyes on the fire. “I don’t rightly know, but I have heard rumours ...”

      “What rumours?” I asked when it seemed like Wattie wouldn’t continue.

      “Some years ago, Black Fox joined with the Chickamaugas on a raiding campaign on some settlements a little further west on the frontier. They say he came back with innocent blood on his hands, and not a drop of shame. In fact, he and a band of young warriors who ran with him thought Black Fox should be the next Principal Chief. They claimed the old chief was being too soft on the settlers, and Black Fox thought he could do a better job.”

      “What happened?” I asked, horrified at the idea of that menacing man leading the Cherokees.

      Wattie shrugged. “Their plan was found out, and the Council put a stop to it.”

      I had to be missing something. “But why is he still allowed to stay in Cherokee Country, after all that?”

      Wattie considered the question. “He had a lot of supporters who thought he had the right idea. So the Chief forgave him and gave him a seat on the Council. I guess he thought that way Black Fox could speak his mind rather than getting into mischief. You know what they say: Keep your friends close and your enemies closes.”

      I felt the last thing I’d ever want to do was keep Black Fox close.

      “And then there’s the other thing,” Wattie added.

      “What other thing?” I asked, watching him chew on a twig.

      “The Chief would’ve had a hard time getting rid of Black Fox because of his family. His great grandfather was the most powerful medicine man who ever lived, Agan-uni’tsi.

      My mouth dropped open. “Wait, you mean the Agan-uni’tsi who killed the Uktena and took the stone?”

      Imogen groaned. “Oh Katie, you are such a nerd. You two can stay up having geek chat. I’m going to sleep.”

      I ignored her and got up on my knees to have a better view of Wattie over the fire.

      “That’s the one,” he answered. “Black Fox always wanted the stone. Thought it belonged to him, along with all the power that came with it. Some say if the stone hadn’t disappeared when it did, Black Fox would’ve killed for it. Then there would’ve been no stopping him from rallying followers who would make him their Chief.”

      “But it’s so unfair! Old Grizzly might’ve saved the day by stealing that stone before Black Fox could get to it. Black Fox is the one who should be banished from Cherokee Country, not Jim Weaver.”

      Wattie smirked. “I wouldn’t bring it up with Old Grizzly when you meet him. He doesn’t talk about what happened. Not to anyone.”

      “Why not? Doesn’t he want to tell his side of the story?”

      Wattie shrugged again. “I guess it’s too painful. Some speculate that the reason Ramona ran away with the stone was to save her husband’s life. Otherwise, Black Fox would hunt the man who had his precious stone, no end.”

      “Do you think Ka-Ti is safe?”

      “It’s been eight years, and Black Fox hasn’t tried anything yet. I reckon that means Ramona’s plan worked.”

      I stared at Wattie, letting this new information sink in.

      “I told you that stone was more trouble than it’s worth,” he said, stretching out on his mat. “Well, best be getting some sleep. It’s a long leg of river tomorrow.”

      Imogen gave a muffled groan. “I’m not going to get a wink of sleep on this piece of fur.” But in less than a minute, I could hear her snores over the crackling fire.

      I stared into the fire, thinking. Here was the Uktena stone again, rearing its head like the giant serpent in my dream. It had to be a piece to the puzzle, but how? But there were more urgent questions that needed answering now. What could Lieutenant Lovegood and Black Fox possibly be plotting together? Only one thing was sure. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good news for Nickajack.
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      A hand gently shook my shoulder. I opened one eye to see Wattie’s face hovering above me.

      “Are you awake, Katie Fire-Hair?”

      I opened my other eye and blinked. Above Wattie and the treetops, the sky was a pale pink. “I’m awake,” I croaked, sitting up and taking in the pile of ashes from last night’s fire and Imogen lying sprawled out on her mat with her mouth hanging wide open.

      “I’ll let you wake Dilli,” Wattie said, eyeing Imogen warily.

      “I thought you were supposed to be the brave warrior,” I joked.

      Wattie gave a quick, flat laugh. “Not that brave.”

      It took some doing, but I finally managed to shake Imogen conscious. She started with a snort, then moaned, “But I’ve hardly slept at all.”

      I caught Wattie’s eye, and we both stifled a laugh.

      Once Imogen was up, we rolled up our mats, munched down some bean bread that Wattie had pinched from the kitchen when his mother wasn’t looking and were pushing the canoe down the bank within minutes.

      “I don’t know how much more of this my bum can take. It’s already aching,” Imogen complained as she teetered into the boat and settled herself down on her bottom.

      I had to admit, the dugout canoe wasn’t exactly designed for comfort. I knelt on my knees to begin with until they got sore, then transferred to my backside ’til it got sore, then carried on switching between the two. But in spite of my sore knees and numb bottom, all burdens seemed to lift off my shoulders in those first glorious moments on the river. As the sun rose and sparkled on the water and a flock of geese flew overhead, I felt convinced that, after horseback riding and dancing, canoeing down a river through woods and mountains must be the most wonderful experience in the world.

      

      None of us spoke for the first while, all either lost in our own thoughts or just too exhausted after the little sleep we’d gotten the night before. But that suited me just fine. All I wanted to do was look and listen and feel the movement of the canoe, sliding silkily through the moving water.

      The waking wilderness was putting on a breathtaking performance. A great blue heron stalking fish in the rushes lurched himself into the air, spread his enormous wings, and swooped across the canoe before taking to the sky. A little way down as we turned a bend, a duo of beavers flapped their tails against the river and disappeared beneath their dam. A shower of canary yellow poplar leaves swirled on a gust of wind, then drifted down onto the water’s surface like confetti. Meanwhile, a redheaded woodpecker drilled into a dead pine tree on the bank.

      I breathed it all in and felt a smile bubbling up my whole body. I could just imagine if my dad were there. He’d say “Isn’t this just paradise?” and I would have to agree that it was.

      Before long, though, I had to turn my full attention to manning the canoe. Just as Wattie had said it would, the smaller river we had come up soon joined up with the much wider, much muddier Tennessee River. We stayed close to the shore, avoiding the rough open water, but that meant constantly having to paddle around fallen logs or pieces of rock jutting out from the shore.  It took so much concentration, I completely lost track of time, so it came as a surprise when my stomach made a loud grumble and Wattie announced it was time to stop for midday rations.

      We dragged the canoe up a pebbly bank and found a flat, sunny rock to stretch out on. Wattie unwrapped packs of venison jerky and corn cakes which we all attacked like a pack of starving wolves.

      “How much further to Old Grizzly’s place?” I asked, ripping off a piece of venison jerky in my teeth.

      “We’ve covered about half the distance,” Wattie answered cheerfully, as if this was good news.

      “Half?” Imogen gaped at him. “We’ve been canoeing for absolutely ages. How do you people stand such long journeys?”

      Wattie chewed a mouthful of corncake, looking thoughtful. He swallowed. “I suppose we tell stories to pass the time.”

      “Go on, then,” I said, feeling much happier now my stomach was full. “Tell us one.”

      Wattie looked bashful. “It’s Grasshopper you want. He’s the storyteller, not me.”

      “Well Grasshopper’s not here, is he?” Imogen said insistently.

      “Very well.” Wattie leaned over on his elbows and peered out over the river with his eyes narrowed, as if he were looking for something far off in the distance. “You see that place, just a stone’s throw further down the river, where the rocks form a sort of bowl?”

      Imogen and I both craned our necks. “I see it,” I said. “Where the bowl makes a sort of whirlpool?”

      “That’s it. Well,” Wattie continued, “that whirlpool is the home of Dakwa, a giant fish whose appetite is as enormous as he is. So large is Dakwa, it is said he can throw over a canoe of warriors and swallow them whole.” He went on to describe several of the monster’s skirmishes with some Cherokee warrior or other who’d brought back to his village tales of its viciousness.

      Imogen waited until he’d finished, then rolled her eyes. “Rubbish,” she said, leaning back on her hands to bask in the sunlight. “Surely nobody actually believes that stuff?”

      Wattie raised one of his thick, black eyebrows. “Plenty of people do. Perhaps in tame England, no more monsters remain. But Cherokee Country has been untouched since the beginning of time. You never know what you may f—”

      He was interrupted by a scream so loud it sent a flock of roosting blackbirds squawking from the branches overhead. With the speed of a squirrel chased by a fox, Imogen had flown to her feet and darted behind Wattie for protection. She was pointing near the place she’d just been sitting, where water collected in a dip in the rock. “There’s some kind of monster right THERE!” she squealed.

      Wattie courageously approached the place Imogen had indicated. Straddling the little pool, he bent down, flipped over a rock and made a sudden lunge.

      “It’s got him! Oh my gosh, OH MY GOSH!” Imogen screamed.

      But the next second, Wattie was standing up with a triumphant grin across his face, and holding tightly with both hands what looked at first like a large, slimy catfish with legs. He held the creature up for Imogen to see.

      “What. Is. That. THING?” She sounded as if she was going to be sick.

      “In Cherokee, we call him menopoma, but you can call him hellbender or a mud puppy. It’s all the same to him.” Wattie leapt nimbly over the rocks to where Imogen watched with her hands now over her mouth. She squeezed her eyes tight shut, but Wattie seemed determined to make peace between her and the disgruntled beast.

      “Nothing to worry about. He doesn’t have a tooth to his name. See for yourself.” He held the slimy, wriggling creature right up to Imogen’s face. She opened one eye and, finding herself nose to nose with the mud puppy, gave a shriek and sprang backwards, toppling over Wattie’s water gourd. “Ow!” she cried, landing splat on her backside on the rock.

      I ran over to give Imogen a hand up. Wattie stood paralysed looking shocked and guilty, still holding the now thrashing mud puppy.

      “I think that thing wants its freedom,” I said over my shoulder as I hauled Imogen back to her feet.

      “Of course,” he said, snapping into action and, to my relief, returning the mud puppy to its water hole where it promptly wriggled itself back under a stone away from all the prying eyes.

      “Ow!” Imogen suddenly stumbled forward and grabbed my arm for support. She was wincing and holding up her right foot. Through her gritted teeth, she said, “I think I sprained my ankle.”

      I looked at Wattie, who looked guiltier still. “I told you I shouldn’t try to tell stories.”
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            On Top of Raccoon Mountain

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time we banked the canoe again that evening, Imogen’s ankle had swollen to twice its normal size and had taken on a deep purple hue. Wattie, anxious to make up for the accident that he felt was his fault, did everything he could to help. He cut strips of hide from his own sleeping mat and tied them with twine like a bandage around the sprain, then chopped pieces of wood to make a crutch.

      I couldn’t help feeling that Imogen was enjoying the extra attention. She was certainly being nicer to Wattie then she had been the whole trip.

      I, on the other hand, was getting worried. With Imogen having to sit back with one foot propped up in the canoe, it had taken us much longer to arrive at the base of Raccoon Mountain than it should’ve. The sun was sinking fast, and the Tennessee River had brought us to wilder country now. The river narrowed into a ravine between steep, woodsy mountains, and one peak in particular stuck its head up above the rest: Raccoon Mountain. Hiking up there to meet Old Grizzly would not be a walk in the park, especially in the dark. And then there was the problem of Imogen’s ankle. However good she was at sports, there was no way she was getting up that mountain on one leg.

      Wattie left Imogen to try out her new crutch and came up beside me. I was expecting him to say that with Imogen injured, we’d have to push on to Hiwassee Garrison and forget about going up the mountain. But I couldn’t afford to lose my chance of meeting Old Grizzly and his daughter.

      For reasons I still didn’t fully understand myself, I knew this meeting was extremely important… that I was meant to speak to them. I’d had that feeling ever since that strange dream, and nothing could shake it off. But how was I supposed to explain that to Wattie? I was already searching for an answer when he opened his mouth.

      “Ready to climb up?”

      I was caught off guard. “But Imogen—”

      “She’ll have to stay behind, of course.”

      A sudden image of Black Fox running off with Imogen over his shoulder flashed into my mind. “Will she be safe here by herself?”

      Wattie was trying to choose his words carefully before answering. “I do not think it would be wise to leave her on her own for long. But I think we could risk just long enough for me to show you to Old Grizzly’s cabin. Then I can run back down to Imogen while you speak to him.”

      My stomach lurched. I’d always imagined meeting Old Grizzly with Wattie and Imogen at my side. But if this was the only way… I took a deep breath.

      Wattie must’ve seen the nerves on my face. “Don’t worry, Katie Fire-Hair,” Wattie said with a reassuring smile. “Jim Weaver might be an old grizzly, but I don’t reckon he’s got any claws.”

      I breathed out and tried to smile back. Wattie was right – what was I so worried about? I had been all alone when I’d faced the Queen of England and her Court last summer. What was an old mountain man after that, even if he was a convicted criminal? “I’ll be fine,” I agreed.

      But Imogen was not fine with being left behind while Wattie guided me up the mountain.

      “Why do you even want to meet this mountain man again?” She was sitting against a fallen log with her swollen foot propped up on a pile of furs, a crumbly pile of selu cake in her lap.

      “It’s hard to explain,” I said, bending over to take one of the sticky balls.

      She pulled her hands away out of my reach. “Well you better come back with something good, Katie. If I get attacked by some wild animal all for nothing …”

      “You won’t get attacked. Wattie will only be gone an hour. And here,” I unslung the strap over my shoulder and handed her the little basket quiver. “You can keep my blowgun while we’re gone.”

      She eyed it suspiciously. “Like that’s gonna help against a grizzly bear.”

      “There are no grizzly bears in these mountains,” Wattie called up from the bank below where he was filling up several gourds at the water’s edge. “Except for the one who lives in a cabin at the top of this mountain. But you’re right.” Wattie grabbed the gourds by their ropes and leapt up the shoals. “Those darts will only protect you against a vicious rabbit … maybe a squirrel if you’re a quick shot.”

      Imogen gave me a snotty look that meant, “I told you so.”

      “Unless…”, diving into his knapsack, he came up a second later with a little drawstring bag. From the bag, he took a small, silver vial.

      “What on earth?” Imogen asked impatiently.

      “It’s snake venom.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she exclaimed, dropping the remainder of a corn cake into her lap as she covered her mouth with her hands.

      “Is it for the darts?” I asked.

      He nodded. “We Cherokee never use poison darts, but my father got this on a trading expedition to South America. I’ve never tried it, but they say it will tranquilise a full-grown wildcat for up to an hour.”

      He knelt down and offered the little bottle to Imogen. “If you’re in real danger, just dip the end of the dart into the venom … and be sure not to touch it to your lips.”

      “I’m not touching that at all,” Imogen said, looking away from the bottle as if were something offensive. “I’ll just take my chances.” She handed me back the quiver and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Here, Katie Fire-Hair,” Wattie held out the vial. “You keep it, just in case.”

      I tucked the little bottle into the pouch hanging from my belt. “Hopefully I’ll never have to use it,” I said, patting the pouch.

      Wattie nodded, then cupped his hand over his eyes and looked up at the sun’s position in the sky. “We’d better get going. It’d be terribly easy to lose the trail if you try coming down in the dark.” He slung the strap of his rifle over his shoulder.

      I gulped, but tried to sound upbeat as we said goodbye to a grumpy Imogen and started up the trail.

      The path wound its way up the mountain through dense, evergreen forest, trickling streams and soaring, lichen-covered boulders. Crows cawed overhead and we crossed paths with a few deer, but, thankfully, we didn’t encounter another living soul all the long hike up.

      “Nearly to the lookout now,” Wattie announced as the path turned suddenly very steep, and we were forced to climb with hands and feet over boulders to reach the flat rock surface jutting out above. At the lookout, Wattie used a bandana to mop the curly hair off his sweaty brow, then took a great gulp from his water gourd.

      When I finally got to the place he was standing at the edge of a jutting out rock, gazing out at the fast setting sun, he handed me the gourd. I eagerly accepted it, letting several long gulps flow over my parched throat.

      “Can you go on, Katie Fire-Hair? We haven’t much time before the sun sets.”

      I would have given my biggest riding trophy to sit down and rest at that moment, but I took one more swig of water and answered, “Yea, let’s go.”

      It took my full effort to keep up with Wattie to the top of the mountain. He hardly seemed to break a sweat, but my legs ached and my chest was on fire before he finally stopped at the bottom of a stone stairway carved into the mountainside.

      “Old Grizzly’s lodge is just at the top of these stairs. I’ll take you to the door. Remember, you’ve only got about an hour to get back before sunset. With these clouds moving in, I wouldn’t put too much store in making it down by moonlight.”

      “An hour should do it,” I said, doing my best to sound confident, but feeling my heart skip a beat at the thought of being alone with the mountain man.

      With my last ounce of strength, I pushed myself up to the top step and stopped in my tracks, my breath catching in my chest.  I could never have imagined the scene in front of me. It was almost like something from a fairy tale. The mountain top clearing, though not particularly big, was a world all of its own, all the more magical for its loneliness. The setting sun lit up the leafy yellow and orange canopy so that it felt like being inside a golden, glowing lantern. A stone path had been laid from the stone stair to a little log cabin which sat on a rock outcrop right at the mountain’s edge with a sweeping view of the valley below. From a distance back, it looked as if it had been built on the very edge of the world.

      Wattie led me up the path and onto the porch where, besides the usual baskets and drying herbs, there were hung rustic pipes and wind chimes made of river cane. As the breeze passed through them, some jangled together, making a woody, tinkling melody, while others, like pan flutes, whispered soft, breathy notes. I was so mesmerised by the dreamlike feeling of the place, I forgot for a moment to feel frightened … until Wattie knocked on the door. The sound made my stomach jump and start dancing to the jangling chimes.

      What felt like a long moment later, soft footsteps approached the other side of the door. It opened just a crack, just enough for two enormous, long-lashed dark eyes to peer out. They landed on Wattie and sparkled. The next instant, the door was swung wide open and a girl with silk black hair down to her waist had thrown her arms around Wattie’s neck. He hugged her back like a long lost friend, and I knew this was Ka-Ti.

      I don’t know what I had expected a girl raised by a mountain man to look like, but it certainly wasn’t anything close to reality. She must have been only a couple of years older than I was, but Ka-Ti was as beautiful a girl as I’d ever seen, even in books or films. If the mountain top was a scene from a fairy tale, she was the perfect fairy princess. She made even her simple white cotton dress look like a princess’s gown.

      Wattie spoke to her in Cherokee, and I heard him speak my name. Suddenly both sets of eyes turned towards me, and I realised I’d been gawking. Ka-Ti didn’t seem to notice. Her whole face lit up in a smile that matched the golden sunset, as if she’d been longing to see me. She reached out and grabbed my hand, the way Sophia had done when we first met, as if we were old friends.

      I glanced at Wattie, who looked bemused by Ka-Ti’s familiar behaviour towards me. “Well, I’ll be going. If you’re not back in an hour, I’ll know to come looking for you, Katie Fire-Hair.” His eyes quickly moved back to Ka-Ti, and he dipped his head in a gentlemanly bow before turning to go.

      Ka-Ti closed the door behind us and walked—though it looked more like dancing—across the room on bare feet to a hearth where a kettle hung over a small, crackling fire. Bending over the hearth, she looked back and gestured to a thick, woolly rug on the floor in the shape of a bearskin.

      I made my way to the rug slowly, taking in the cabin’s interior as I went. It was just one room with a rough wooden table near the hearth, one low, lumpy bed in the back corner and a ladder leading up to a loft. All sorts of tools, weapons and rope hung from pegs on the walls, and a long-barrelled gun hung over the fireplace mantel. It was dark and warm, and the room had an earthy, smoky smell.

      But there was magic within the walls of this cabin as well as outside of it. Every surface had been painted in deep, vibrant colours—the chair legs, the wood-slat walls and support beams, even parts of the floor. There were vines, flowers, birds, a river of colourful fish… I looked up. There was even a blue sky with swirling clouds painted on the ceiling. A shaft of sunlight spilled through an open window and brought to life a pair of deer painted on the opposite wall above the table.

      I sat on the hairy rug, unable to stop staring at the painted world all around me, until Ka-Ti handed me a mug of hot, sweet-smelling tea.

      She folded her legs beneath her on the rug beside me and took a sip of her own cup.

      “Blueberry?” I asked, inhaling a breath of fruity, sweet steam.

      She nodded.

      I waved a finger around the room and asked, “Who painted all of these?” Then, remembering Wattie had said to ask only “yes” or “no” questions, quickly said, “I mean, your mother was a painter, right?”

      She smiled and nodded, but I thought her smile seemed a little sad.

      Not wanting to upset her, I changed the subject. “I’m Katie, by the way. Our names are almost the same.”

      She nodded again and pointed to a painting on the wall above the fireplace where a blue and orange bird sat on a tree branch with a pointy beak.

      “Is that a Kingfisher?” I asked. “Oh, is that what your name means? Ka-Ti means Kingfisher?”

      She looked pleased that I’d understood. I glanced again at the bird, and something caught my eye on the mantelpiece just below it—a small picture frame with a brownish-tinted photograph inside—but I couldn’t quite make out who the subject was.

      Ka-Ti must’ve noticed me squinting at the little frame because she got up and went to the mantel for it. Kneeling down once again, she held it out for me to see.

      With a sharp breath, I took the frame from Ka-Ti’s hand. One look had sent a shiver travelling up my whole body, making the hair stand up on my arms and scalp. And for the first time, the thought flashed across my mind: this must be a dream. How else could I know so well the faces looking back at me of a beautiful Cherokee woman with a plump, black-haired baby in her arms.

      “Ramona?” I asked in a whisper. My voice had all but disappeared.

      Ka-Ti was watching me with a look of intense interest. How I wished she could speak! I had so many questions for her, I didn’t know where to start. I opened my mouth, waiting for my voice to return. But before a single word was out, the door was flung open. I swung around and my eyes met a bear-sized man filling the doorway. He was dressed head to toe in deerskin and wore a rifle slung over his shoulder, a long knife on his belt and in his fist, he held a rope from which dangled two dead rabbits.

      His face was shaded by his broad hat brim, but I could just make out the claw-mark scar down the left side of his face and see the firelight reflected in his deep-set eyes. With a gulp, I realised those eyes were fixed like a predator’s on me. He didn’t so much as blink as he took two heavy steps nearer. “Kingfisher, hadn’t you best be gittin’ down to that spring ‘n fetch some water fer supper?”

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Ka-Ti stood up, took a bucket from the hearth and disappeared through the open door, leaving me alone and shivering, face-to-face with Old Grizzly.
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      Was it the floor shaking under his treetrunk-like legs as he stepped closer, or was it me? Whichever it was, I didn’t dare move at first, not until he was so close that he hulked over me and I was looking right up into his face. His eyes frowned at me down his long, crooked nose.

      Old Grizzly bent down so his face was right beside mine. My heart thumped loudly. I could smell tobacco on his bushy, greying beard. I wanted to close my eyes. Holding his gaze felt threatening, like looking an angry bear in the eye; somehow not looking felt more dangerous.

      Without a word, he reached out a big, rough hand and took the picture frame I didn’t even realise I was still clutching. Standing up, he thudded over to the hearth and set the frame gently back on the mantelpiece.

      “Wattie knows I don’t like visitors,” he mumbled under his breath. Then, with his leather-covered back still turned towards me, he asked, “Who are ya, anyway?”

      “I’m—” My mouth had gone dry. I gulped and tried again. “I’m Katie. Katie Watson. I’m a friend of Wattie’s. He thought you might be able to help me.”

      Old Grizzly turned to face me, his bushy eyebrows furrowed. His jaw twitched from side to side, as if he were chewing something. “Help you with what?”

      I got to my feet, feeling I’d rather look those stern eyes straight on than from down on the floor. “I just wanted to ask… I thought you might …” I searched desperately for words. Now face to face with Old Grizzly, I couldn’t bring myself to mention the stone or Ramona. Wattie had warned me to avoid those topics, and I was beginning to see his point. Desperate for something to say, I made a wild leap. “I’m looking for my uncle, Tom Tippery. He’s a painter, and I thought you might—”

      “Never heard of him,” he growled before I could even finish. Then stomping to the door, he jerked it open. “Now you can tell Wattie we don’t need no more company. Not even little girls.”

      I stayed frozen where I stood, shocked. I’d hardly gotten a word in, and I was being chucked out! I swallowed, trying to think of something, anything I could say. Deciding this might be my one and only chance, I took a deep breath and spoke. “I wanted to ask you about the stone.”

      The look on his face told me I had made a terrible mistake.

      When he next spoke, his voice had a low, dangerous growl. “Get outta my house.” There was nothing to do but obey. Stiffly, I hurried out the open door and felt it slam behind me. I didn’t stop until I’d reached the top of the stone stairs.

      Ka-Ti was just coming up them with her pail of water propped on one shoulder. Our eyes met for just a moment. I tried very hard to smile, but I couldn’t hide the terror on my face. She looked truly sorry, perhaps because of her father’s unkindness; but I wondered if partly she was sorry to see me go because she would be left all alone again with nobody but her grumbling old grizzly of a father for company.

      “Kingfisher!” came the growling voice from the cabin. Ka-Ti dropped her eyes, walking quickly past me to the house without another glance. Old Grizzly didn’t spare another glance either. He ducked inside and shut the door again, leaving me standing there alone in the shadows.

      The mountain top had lost its magic now that the sun had dipped below the distant hills. It was cold, dark and lonely. An owl hooted somewhere off in the trees, and a bat narrowly missed my head as it dived after an insect. And I just stood there, too bewildered to move at first and fighting the lump that had grown in my throat. I bit my lip, determined not to let the mountain man’s rudeness get the better of me.

      I wished Wattie were there to guide me back down the now shadowy mountain path. But I would work out the way on my own. Taking my chances was better than risking Old Grizzly coming out to find me standing there crying. I could just picture him raising his rifle and giving me the count of ten to get off his property.

      My tired legs smarting, I took the first three steps down and froze, listening. Had I heard another pair of footsteps, or had I imagined it?

      Those were footsteps without a doubt. I scrambled back up the stairs and found Ka-Ti waiting at the top of them. Her eyes kept darting over her shoulder towards the cabin as if she was afraid her father might be watching.

      “I’m sorry I caused you trouble,” I said, not sure what else to say.

      Ka-Ti shook her head vigorously as if to say it wasn’t my fault. She spared one more glance at the cabin, then took a rectangular package bundled up in cloth from behind her back and offered it to me.

      “For me?” I asked, and she smiled. “Thank you.” I took the package and held it tight to my chest. “I hope to see you again, Ka-Ti.”

      She reached out her hand and squeezed my arm, smiled the saddest smile I’d ever seen, then turned and ran back to the cabin.

      

      “Katie Fire-Hair? Is that you?”

      With a rush of relief, I looked up to see Wattie looking back at me as I stumbled into the clearing at the bottom of the mountain. I had got back down the trail on my own, but the shadows were growing longer by the minute, and my legs, still shaking from my encounter with Old Grizzly, were threatening to give up on me.

      “Why have you come down so soon?” It was nice to hear the concern in Wattie’s voice after being barked at by the mountain man.

      “Turns out Old Grizzly has claws after all,” I said, and told him the whole story as we picked our way across the shoals toward Imogen.

      As he listened, he rubbed his forehead and looked thoroughly put out. When I’d finished, he looked downright angry. “Well that’s some way to treat a friend of mine, after all I’ve done … I didn’t have to trade with him when nobody else would. And maybe I just won’t bother anymore.” He spoke upwards as if his voice would carry all the way back up to the top of the mountain.

      “But what about Ka-Ti?” I reminded him. “You can’t stop trading with him. She’ll have nobody if you do. She likes you a lot. I can tell.”

      Even in the dark, I could tell Wattie was blushing. Quickly changing the subject, he pointed to the package pressed under my arm and asked, “What is that?”

      “Oh, I almost forgot. It’s a gift from Ka-Ti.” I stopped, about to unwrap the mystery object when Imogen shouted my name.

      “I guess I’d better see what she wants,” I said, sticking the package back under my arm. Wattie shrugged and went off in search of more firewood. I took a deep breath. Imogen was not going to take the news well that my mission had failed. I felt a sneaking suspicion that when she found out we were still no closer to finding a way home, she would either blow up or melt down. Either way, I was dreading it.

      “So?” Imogen’s eyes were wide and fixed on me as I sat down on the log she was using as a backrest, setting Ka-Ti’s gift down beside me. “Did you find anything out? Did they know about the painting in the cave, or who brought us here, or how we’re supposed to get back?”

      I avoided her glaring, expectant eyes by looking down at the blisters on my palms earned from so many hours’ paddling and shook my head.

      Just as I suspected, Imogen let out a burst of hot, angry air. I didn’t have to look. I could easily imagine the murderous look on her face. “I knew it!” She sounded almost happy to have been proven right. “I knew this was all a waste of time. Now what are we supposed—”

      “But it wasn’t all a waste of time,” I interrupted, then quickly dropped my voice as Wattie reappeared at the treeline, close enough to overhear us shouting. “I saw a photograph of Ka-Ti’s mother, Ramona, and she is the very same woman from my dream. I’m sure of it. But before I could ask any questions about her, Old Grizzly threw me out!”

      Imogen glared. “Even if you did somehow see this woman in your dream, so what? Why would she want us to come here for nothing? Face it, Katie. You were wrong. It was just a dream, and it didn’t mean anything.” She made a growling sound in her throat. “I can’t believe I let you drag me out here all because of some stupid dream.”

      I didn’t answer. Whatever Imogen said, I was positive it had been Ramona in my dream. It had been more than a dream. It felt so very real … the colours, the meaningful look in her eyes … and the danger had felt as real as anything.

      My stomach gave a sudden jolt. I’d almost forgotten about the striking serpent. If the dream had been real, if it had been some sort of message, then the serpent must be part of that message too. Was it a warning? I’d been sure in the dream that Ramona wanted me to come nearer, but what if I’d gotten it wrong? What if she’d actually been warning me to stay away from some lurking danger? Something to do with the Uktena … the stone.

      There it was again. Somehow that stone linked everything together, but if Old Grizzly refused to speak to me, would I ever be able to work out how?

      I didn’t have a clue what I was supposed to do now, except to press on with our other mission to see the Governor and pray some answers came up along the way.

      

      I woke up in the middle of the night, sure I’d heard someone call my name. Wattie lay still on the other side of the fire, one hand resting on his rifle. And there was Imogen, curled up against the log and snoring as usual. I was just about to lie back down and pull my furs up close to my chin when my eye caught sight of a large lump on the log. Ka-Ti’s gift! I had been so preoccupied with my own thoughts and Imogen’s icy attitude that I had completely forgotten about it.

      Now, pulling on my moccasins, I tiptoed over to the log as quietly as I could, reached over Imogen for the package, and returned to my mat with it. I untied the bit of twine and peeled back the layers of cloth. Inside was a soft, leather journal, about the size of a photo album and tied with a leather strip. I unfastened it and folded back the leather cover.

      I stared motionless at the picture in my lap. Was it my sleepy brain or just the dark making my eyes play tricks on me? Pushing myself up, I walked on my knees closer to the dying fire and held the open journal up to the embers. My hands began to shake as I slumped down onto the ground.

      I was wide awake. This was no dream.  In my hands was a painting of a girl sitting on a giant black horse. My shaking hand reached up for the chain around my neck. I prised open the locket. The tiny painting inside showed the same horse. And the girl, well, I’d have known her anywhere. She was me.
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      When dawn came, part of me wanted more than anything to hold the painting in front of Imogen’s face and say, “What did I tell you?” But I fought back the urge. Instead, I carefully rolled up the painting in its leather wrapping and tucked it safely and secretly away in my quiver.

      I needed to work this one out by myself. I can’t tell Wattie, and Imogen wouldn’t understand, I told myself. She’d probably just get stroppy and tell me to march back up that mountain and demand that Old Grizzly tell me everything. The thought of doing that turned my blood to ice. I could just imagine that bear of a man would probably shoot me for trespassing before I got so much as a word in.

      I just needed to think … to make sense of the painting. If Ramona had left Nickajack eight years ago, when could she have painted it? How could she have known about Vagabond … about me? I’d spent ages the night before examining every inch of the painting for a date or any kind of clues. All I’d found was a tiny, ink kingfisher in the bottom right-hand corner. I guessed it must’ve been Ramona’s signature. She obviously had a thing for the birds, naming her daughter after them.

      If I could only speak to Ka-Ti again, I thought. Then I reminded myself, if she could only speak at all. But maybe, just maybe with Wattie’s help, I could see her in private … try to get more information about her mother. We’d be coming back past Raccoon Mountain in a couple of days. I’d have time to think of a plan before then.

      Meanwhile, we still had our mission to Hiwassee Garrison, and no time to lose if we were to prevent Lovegood from whatever horrible attack he was planning on Nickajack. I’d just have to keep my eyes open for any clues along the way.

      I tried hard to feel hopeful as we pushed off in the canoe that morning through a cold, dense mist. The weight of the secret painting was bearing down on me, and Imogen’s bad mood certainly wasn’t helping. Her spirits had remained in the doldrums all that morning as we packed up camp, her scowl never budging even when Wattie helped her into the canoe and cushioned her foot with furs and sacks.

      Though I wasn’t making such a show of it, my spirits were feeling pretty stuck in the mud too. I had been so sure I’d find answers, and all I’d come away with were more questions. I felt as though something had been snatched out of my hands; what was more, I had to admit to myself that Imogen and I really were in a pickle now, and it was all up to me to fix it.

      The weather matched Imogen’s temper all that morning. The fog fell so heavy across the river, sometimes we couldn’t even see one another clearly in the canoe, let alone what lay ahead. We were forced to crawl along at such a slow pace that there was no time to stop for rations.

      “Was that your stomach or mine?” It was the first time Imogen had spoken to me in hours.

      “What?”

      She gave an exasperated sigh. “That rumbling. Was it your stomach? Because I for one am starving and I just wondered if other people were too.”

      “It wasn’t mine … wait a second.” I listened and heard a definite low rumbling noise, but it wasn’t coming from inside the boat at all. It came from the sky where a mass of black clouds was careening in our direction like a herd of wild horses.

      “Um, Wattie?”

      He turned and followed my eyes towards the menacing storm headed our way. “Lord, help us,” he whispered and started paddling as fast as he could. I stuck in my paddle and tried to keep up. All the while the cloud mass drew nearer, the rumblings louder. We were just a stroke away from the shore when the clouds broke loose. Bullet-hard raindrops pummeled us as lightening flashed across the sky with an ear-splitting crack. Wattie was out in the water in a flash, dragging the canoe to shore, throwing all its contents onto the bank, then lifting Imogen out and setting her down in the mud.

      “We’ve got to turn it over!” Wattie shouted over the deafening rainfall.

      I followed and grabbed both sides of the canoe. Then, on Wattie’s count— 1-2-3! —we lifted it, flipping the bottom up over our heads and sitting down. It felt like being inside a giant’s helmet in battle. The canoe was taking a mighty beating, but we were safe.

      For a second, we were silent. Then Wattie began to laugh and hoot as if he were enjoying a theme park ride. I found myself smiling and looked over at Imogen. She was hugging her knees in to her chest, sniffling, her teeth chattering. She wiped her face on her wet sleeve, but I could swear more droplets were falling from her eyes. I looked away with a guilty twist in my stomach. Something told me it wasn’t the storm that had got to Imogen, but the real and growing fear of never getting home.

      The storm passed as quickly as it had sneaked up on us, leaving a muggy mist behind it. Imogen never said a word as we shook the water off our bundles and pushed back off down the steamy river as if nothing had happened.

      The mountains soon flattened into meadows, and the river broadened out into marshland. Out of the clearing mist up ahead, an enormous flag on a tall pole was furling and unfurling itself. It had red and white stripes, just like any American flag, but the stars were arranged in a circle instead of in rows against the blue.

      “What’s that flag doing there?” I asked Wattie.

      “It’s marking the Garrison,” Wattie shouted over his shoulder. And then I saw, getting clearer and clearer as we paddled nearer, the lookout towers and tall tree-post walls rising up out of the fog, and my stomach did a somersault as I realised I was about to meet the Governor dripping wet and covered in mud.
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      We did our best to freshen up before approaching the Garrison, scrubbing our faces and arms in the river. Wattie unrolled a bundle of clothes he’d packed especially for meeting the Governor and disappeared with them behind a bunch of shrubs.

      “Why didn’t we bring a change of clothes?” Imogen moaned. She was leaning on her crutch and looking down with a grimace at her mud-stained, soggy dress. I looked her over and had to admit that she did look terrible. And not just because of the sopping clothes. Her blonde and black hair hung in limp strands around her face which had gone a shade paler than normal. But what really startled me were her eyes. They weren’t bored or sarcastic anymore. All the confidence, all the fiery temper had drained out of them. They were just … hollow.

      “Are you all right, Immy?” I muttered.

      Her hollow eyes looked into mine. “What do you think?” Then she looked away again.

      For a fleeting second, I thought about showing her the painting, then imagined the rant that might follow and decided against it. Instead, I said, “I haven’t given up, you know. I’ll find a way home.”

      She made a noise that sounded something between a sigh and a laugh.

      Just then, Wattie reappeared in a smart—if slightly damp—suit. He looked much older dressed like that, and suddenly I was feeling a little self-conscious too. “Do you think they’ll let us see the Governor dressed like this? I mean, you look fine, but we look like a couple of lost orphans.”

      He looked at the two of us a moment, biting his lip, then shrugged. “Governor Blunt knows my father. He’ll see us, clean clothes or not.” He became suddenly sombre. “He has to see us. He has to put a stop to Lovegood today, before that scoundrel descends on Nickajack and starts driving people from their homes.”

      I knew what he was thinking. None of us had said it, but we each knew painfully well that it had been three days since the Stomp Dance. Today, the people of Nickajack would be faced with a decision between remaining in their homes or facing a new onslaught of attacks unless we could put a stop to it first. It was all down to this moment. We had to persuade the Governor that Lovegood was a crook, or… I shuddered at the thought of Ulma and Little Beaver shivering in the cold night air as their home went up in flames. “Let’s do this,” I said with a sudden rush of urgency. “There’s no time to lose.”

      Wattie led us up the bank to the broad road that ran to the Garrison. We had to stick to the muddy side as a steady stream of carriages and men on horses passed us by.

      “I’ve been to the Garrison many times before,” Wattie said as a large black carriage pulled by a team of four horses drove past, spraying us with a fine mist of mud. “But I’ve never seen the road quite so busy.”

      We soon found out the reason for all the traffic when we arrived at the tall, wood-post gates. Two guards were just pulling them shut and about to drop a heavy crossbeam to lock them.

      “Wait a moment!” Wattie shouted, quickening his pace. “We need to enter the Garrison!”

      “Name and business?” one of the men in a navy coat and flat black cap demanded.

      Wattie cleared his throat. “I’m William McKay. My friends and I are here to speak with Governor Blunt.”

      The guard didn’t move his head, but his eyes scanned each one of us before he answered. “Governor Blunt’s a busy man. What matter of business do you wish to discuss with him?”

      Wattie’s face hardened. “It’s an urgent and a private matter, one intended for the Governor’s ears only.”

      The other guard, an older man with a handlebar moustache, sauntered up to Wattie. “Now look here, boy. You ain’t gonna see the Gov’ner today. He’s entertainin’ a whole bushel of delegates over from England and don’t have time for a bunch of younguns, so you can just be gettin’ on your way, you hear?”

      “You don’t understand.” Wattie sounded angry. His face was so close to the guard’s that their noses nearly touched.

      “I don’t think you understand,” the guard said through his teeth and laid a hand on the gun at his side. I froze, debating whether to jump in or not, when, to my surprise, Imogen took a step forward on her crutch and cleared her throat.

      “Listen, you numpties.”

      All four of us turned to look at her with the same surprise on our faces.

      Imogen continued with a roll of her eyes. “We know all about the delegates, obviously. I’m the daughter of one of the delegates.”

      “Which delegate?” the older man demanded with some uncertainty.

      Imogen pursed her lips and gave him a withering look. “Lord Humphreys is my father. Advisor to the Queen… ahem, I mean the King of England,” she answered coolly. “Father’s busy with all these tiresome delegation meetings, so I decided to go off for a bit of an explore. Only, I injured my leg, as you can see.” She raised her bandaged foot a little higher and both guards glanced at it. “Thankfully, I met these kind peasants.”

      She gestured towards Wattie and me. He and I exchanged a look but didn’t dare interrupt.

      “If they hadn’t mended me up and brought me back, who knows what would’ve happened to me in this God-forsaken wilderness?” As sudden as a snap, she dropped the pitiful tone and took on a commanding voice. “Now, will you please let us pass? I’m in a lot of pain, and I need to see my father immediately. I’d hate to tell him that the American guards had behaved in an ungentlemanly way.”

      As if a general had just barked an order at them, both the guards sprang into action and pushed open the gate. The younger of them doffed his hat as we passed. “Beg your pardon, Miss. We didn’t mean any disrespect.”

      “Hmph,” Imogen replied, and with the air of a queen, she stuck her nose in the air and hobbled through the gates with Wattie and me following in her train.

      “That was incredible,” I whispered once the gates closed behind us. I had to admit it, Imogen’s performance deserved an award. In fact, it had earned an award: a free pass into the Garrison.

      “Mum and Dad sent me to drama camp last summer,” she whispered back. “I hated it.”

      “But at least it paid off,” I said.

      She shrugged one shoulder and, with a slight smirk, answered, “I never said I wasn’t good at it.”

      Once inside, Wattie took over, leading the way down the middle of a big, rectangular sandy courtyard. Long buildings with many doors ran down the right side. The other side looked much less official. There were greenhouses, a tanner and blacksmith’s shop, and… I stopped in front of the farrier, the familiar sound of snorts and stamping hooves grabbing my attention. A tall, grey horse was stamping temperamentally while the farrier tried to get hold of his foot. The farrier was getting nowhere, leaping backwards each and every time the horse stamped. I knew the horse the instant I saw him, tall and proud, just like his rider.

      “Wattie,” I whispered, and gestured to the horse. “Lovegood’s,” I mouthed, then glanced around, nervous at the thought that if Lovegood’s horse was here, that meant Lovegood himself might be anywhere. At least that meant he wasn’t right that minute terrorising Nickajack, but undoubtedly, he’d be on his way soon. And if he found out the three of us were there to spoil his plans…

      Shaking off the thought, I turned my attention to where Wattie was taking us. We were passing the stables on our right. Just on our left was a small rock building. Metal bars covered its one small window, and out in front there were wooden stocks with holes for prisoners’ heads and hands and dangling chains. I caught up with Wattie and whispered, “Is that the jailhouse where they kept Old Grizzly for three years?”

      He glanced left and shook his head. “He did a few nights there, just until they sent him off to a workers’ prison.”

      I grimaced at the thought of spending a night in that cold, stone shed. But just ahead of us was a much nicer sight. We’d reached the very end of the Garrison, which was filled entirely by a big brick house decorated with red, white and blue swags on the windowsills. The enormous American flag swayed above its chimneys.

      We passed a man splitting wood and another tending to a flower bed as we reached the elegant stairway that led up to a double door with a brass knocker in the shape of an eagle.

      “Is this the Governor’s office?” I asked, impressed by just how grand it was. Not exactly the rough, frontier fort I’d imagined.

      “It’s the Governor’s mansion,” Wattie corrected. “But it’s also the headquarters for the Indian Agency, where most of the delegations between the United States and the Cherokee Nation take place.” Wattie smiled, and a look of relief spread across his face. “This is it, Katie Fire-Hair. We’ve made it, and now we can put everything to rights.” And with that, Wattie lifted the eagle and knocked three times.

      The door opened and a stout maid with grey curls beneath her little cap stepped out on the landing, her hands folded in front of her stomach like she was about to recite a poem. “Can I help you?” she asked, casting a suspicious glance at Wattie, then grimacing outright at the sight of Imogen’s and my mud-spattered clothes.

      Wattie again gave his name, and again explained we’d come from Nickajack on urgent business with the Governor. The woman pursed her lips, and Wattie hastily added, “The Governor knows my father, John McKay. He has joined him on several delegation trips to Washington.” The woman’s expression didn’t change, but she told us to wait and closed the door. When it opened again, she smiled and said with a polite nod.  “Governor Blunt will see you now.”

      Wattie and I shared a hopeful look. I was sure we were thinking the same thing. If the Governor was so quick to make time for us, then surely he was the sort of man who would take immediate action to defend Nickajack. Lovegood’s game would soon be up.

      The maid escorted us down a corridor lined with paintings of military heroes and battle scenes. At the very end of the corridor, she stopped and laid her hand on the shiny doorknob. “Wait here,” she ordered, and disappeared through the door.

      When she didn’t immediately come back, Wattie turned to me. “I’m glad the two of you are here. I feel certain that when Governor Blunt hears your testimony first-hand, he’ll believe it.”

      I gulped. I had imagined my job would be to nod and agree with the story that Wattie told the Governor. I hadn’t realised I was to be the spokesperson.

      Wattie must’ve noticed my face fall. “You’ll do just fine,” he said reassuringly. “Just tell him what you saw that day in the woods.”

      I nodded, reminding myself of Grasshopper’s last words to me— “I believe you have come to Nickajack for this purpose”—and felt courage lift my head a little higher.

      Next thing, the door opened and the maid showed us inside a large room. We walked across a soft carpet and stood before a polished wooden desk in front of a picture window hung with yellow satin curtains.

      The man at the desk had to push back his chair to stand up. He leaned back to support the weight of his bulging belly and lightly touched the desk with his fingers, posed in just the same way as many of the war heroes and presidential-looking characters in the hall paintings … only the Governor looked more like a prize pumpkin than a war hero. His fluffy grey hair was pulled back in a little ponytail with a ribbon. His face, like his belly, was round, double-chinned, lit up with a jolly, welcoming smile. I smiled back, wondering what on earth I had been so worried about. There was nothing intimidating about Governor Blunt. After facing Old Grizzly the day before, this felt more like meeting a teddy bear.

      “Ah, young Mr. McKay.” Governor Blunt held out a plump, white hand to Wattie, who shook it. “And who might these elegant young ladies be?”

      “Miss Katie Watson of the State of Pennsylvania and her cousin from London, Miss Imogen Humphreys. Both guests of my family.”

      Imogen made a face as the Governor kissed her hand, then took mine. He must have noticed how grim we looked and probably smelled, but he certainly didn’t show it.

      “And I understand you’ve travelled all the way from Nickajack to speak to me?” He tutted. “Children, children, rest yourselves!” He showed us to a settee by the fireplace and sat himself down beside us in a spindly chair, then crossed his legs and laced his fingers around one knee. “Now, tell me. What is this urgent business that brings you all this way?”

      Wattie cleared his throat and began. “As you’ll be aware, sir, the Cherokees in Nickajack and nearby villages have suffered a number of rampages lately. Livestock have been stolen or butchered, crops destroyed …”

      The Governor nodded while Wattie made his list, his fat face sombre with sympathy. “Well do I know of these troubles, son.” His voice rose and fell, as if he were reciting a tragic poem. “The woes of Nickajack are the very reason I applied to Washington to issue a cavalry guard.” He laid his podgy hand on his heart. “Though my passion for Cherokee wellbeing is boundless, I am just one man and cannot possibly prevent every villainous act of lawlessness within Cherokee borders … as much as I would like personally to see justice done. But you have my word, I will send Lieutenant Lovegood to Nickajack this very day to hunt down the perpetrators and see that they get their full comeuppance.”

      Wattie and I exchanged a quick glance. This was it. The ball-dropping moment. “I’m afraid, sir, Lieutenant Lovegood isn’t interested in setting things to rights.”

      The Governor looked so taken aback that a third chin appeared above his collar. “Why ever do you say such a thing?”

      Wattie took a deep breath. “Because we believe… we know, sir, that Lieutenant Lovegood is behind the attacks on Nickajack. Just days ago, he led a party of horse thieves on the village, then personally struck down my cousin Crow Feather. Miss Watson and Miss Humphreys are eye witnesses. They can tell you just what happened.”

      Wattie looked to me. “Yes, we saw everything,” I began and launched into the story yet again. The Governor listened, leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed, either trying to concentrate on every word or because the news about Lieutenant Lovegood was so distressing, I wasn’t sure.

      When I’d finished retelling everything that had happened in the woods, Wattie took over again. “I’m afraid it gets worse, sir. Lieutenant Lovegood is using you to carry out his own schemes.”

      The Governor raised a doughy hand to his lips and whispered, “No.”

      “Yes,” Wattie confirmed. “Just three days ago, he and a couple of officers interrupted a sacred festival and announced that you were giving Nickajack three days to sell our homes or face more attacks. As if those were your orders, sir!”

      Governor Blunt didn’t speak for a long time. He put his fingertips together beneath his chins and gave each of us a long, thoughtful look. At last, some of the jolly smile returned to his face as he spoke. “My dear boy, those were my orders.”

      My mouth dropped open, and at the same time I heard Wattie’s chest deflate. We were both speechless.

      With a sickly smile, the Governor continued. “Children, children. You are young. You couldn’t possibly understand the complexities of government … the greater picture. I must think of the future posterity of this nation.”

      “What about my nation?” Wattie demanded.

      The Governor actually tutted. “I’m thinking of them too. This is for everyone’s good. Why would the Cherokees want to risk their own safety and wellbeing by staying here when they could start fresh on a new land? I’m offering to buy their land in exchange for a new life. It’s a very generous offer, if you really think about it.”

      “But it’s not an offer,” I blurted. “Lovegood made a threat. He said if the people didn’t sell their homes, they could expect attacks. That’s not giving them any choice.”

      The Governor raised his hands as if calling for peace. “My dear, you’re quite right. Lieutenant Lovegood may have misspoken. I’m sure he didn’t mean to make any threats. After all, he is a faithful servant of the Cherokee people. I will speak to him, and I’m sure we can clear up this little misunderstanding.”

      Imogen spluttered. She’d been silent up ’til now, but apparently she’d heard enough. “Misunderstanding? A servant of the Cherokee people? Whatever!”

      The Governor looked startled by her outburst. “I’m… sorry,” he stammered.

      “Weren’t you listening to anything we just said? Lovegood shot at us.” She enunciated each word. “Where I come from, that’s called a felony. And besides that, we saw him conspiring with Black Fox, so if that’s not criminal activity…”

      The Governor stood up abruptly. “Black Fox? I’m sure I’ve never heard of him,” he mumbled as he dabbed his forehead with his handkerchief. He seemed almost distracted as he carried on talking very quickly, as if to himself. “Well well… it is very unfortunate. Lovegood must have mistaken you for an animal… a deer perhaps. I will tell him to take more care in future. Now,” he said, pulling down his waistcoat that had crept up over his belly, “I’m afraid we must say farewell. I’m very busy, as you can see. Delegates to host. Important business… Very good of you to come all this way.” He was pushing us towards the door. “Give my respects to your father, William, and I’m going to have my cook pack up a nice knapsack for your journey home.” He patted Wattie on the shoulder with one hand while opening the door with the other. Then, with a little shove, he pushed Wattie into the corridor.

      “We don’t want a knapsack!” Wattie tried to protest, but the Governor wouldn’t hear it.

      “It’s no trouble at all,” he said with a wave of his hand, and next thing we knew, he slammed the door in our faces. A second later, a lock clicked.

      We all stared at the door. I glanced at Wattie. His face had gone bright red, and he looked stunned.

      I resisted the urge to ask the first question that arose in my mind: What do we do now?

      Imogen, on the other hand, spoke her mind. “What. A. Jerk. You know, I really do hate this place. I don’t know how you stand it, Wattie.”

      Wattie wasn’t listening. With the same stunned expression, he turned away from the door and began to walk slowly back down the corridor. Defeated. For me, the blow was still sinking in. We had failed.
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      Wattie didn’t speak as we made our way to the Garrison gates. His shoulders slumped, but a fire still raged in his eyes.

      “There must be another way… someone else we can go to,” I said, wanting to encourage him. But if there was another way, I sure couldn’t see it.

      Wattie stopped in his tracks like something had just struck him. He smacked himself on the forehead. “I forgot to ask the Governor if he knew of your uncle. I…I’ll go back―”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, grabbing his arm and turning him back towards the gate. “He won’t let you back in. You saw how desperate he was to get rid of us. And I doubt Blunt has any information about our uncle anyway.”

      “But you’ve come all this way to help me, all for nothing. I just can’t believe the Governor dismissed us like that,” Wattie fumed. “Wait until my father hears—” His face dropped again, as if he would be sick. “How can I face my father? He’ll be furious. He forbade me to come here, and now I’ve crossed him with nothing to show for it. If anything, I’ve made matters worse.”

      Before I could think of anything worth saying, Wattie staggered off and slumped down on a wooden barrel near the stables with his head in his hands.

      Imogen, who had kept her mouth shut since we’d left the Governor’s mansion, couldn’t keep her thoughts to herself any longer. “Well, he’s right about one thing. This was all an idiotic waste of time. Like the Governor was ever going to believe our testimony against the word of his precious Lieutenant.”

      My face went hot. “Well we couldn’t do nothing! Do you really want Lovegood to get away with what he’s done to Nickajack?”

      Imogen pressed her palms over her eyes. “I don’t care. I don’t care what happens to anybody. I just want to go home.” And without another word, she stormed off as fast as she could go on her crutch towards the gate, leaving me to stand alone in the middle of the Garrison yard.

      I looked back at Wattie on his barrel, not sure whether to follow Imogen or hang back. That’s when I saw the grey horse at a mounting post outside the stables. Just heaving his leg over the horse’s back and sitting up proudly in the saddle was Lieutenant Lovegood.

      Lovegood tipped the brim of his hat with the two gold sabres to the groom and turned the horse about. I stood fixed to the ground as horse and rider cantered past. He slowed slightly, and for the briefest moment, I felt his cold gaze. Did I imagine it, or had a sinister smile flashed across his face?

      I watched the guards salute Lovegood as he rode out of the Garrison, probably on his way to Nickajack. Once again, everything inside me was screaming and kicking to do something. But I could do nothing. You’ve failed everyone, a nasty voice in my head chided. I was no sign of hope. Just a regular, red-headed kid lost in a dangerous world that was too big for me.

      

      There wasn’t any point in starting the journey back that evening—the sun was already sinking below the foothills, and none of us had the heart to turn back for Nickajack. Back at the canoe, Wattie put on his Cherokee clothes and strapped his rifle over his shoulder. I could tell he was doing his best to play the part of brave leader.

      “If we turn up Chickamauga Creek, just there where it runs off the Tennessee, it’ll take us to a Cherokee outpost in about a mile’s distance. We can get supplies and make camp there.”

      Back into the canoe we all climbed, my backside smarting as I lowered it back down into the dugout’s rough wooden keel. But in no time, we were banking again in a swampy grove. My moccasins slurped and sunk deep into the mud with each step as we dragged the canoe up the bank. At last we reached higher, dryer ground, and went through the routine of covering the canoe with branches and vines to hide it from any would-be thieves.

      “The outpost isn’t far, Katie Fire-Hair. You can come with me and bring a basket to gather some hickory nuts or pecans on the way.”

      Imogen hobbled forward on her crutch and snatched a basket out of Wattie’s hand. “I’m not staying guard again. I’m coming with you.”

      The pines grew close together as we crunched through the wet straw. The forest smelled musty and had a murky, wild feeling about it. When a loud voice not far ahead of us broke the silence, Imogen and I both started. At first I thought it was someone howling in pain. I picked up my skirt to catch up with Wattie and reached him just as he stepped out of the trees and onto a wide dirt road. Then I saw what had made the howling … or singing, as it turned out. Two men with their arms draped around each other’s necks and bottles swinging in their free hands stumbled out of a log shack, belting at the top of their lungs in different keys. Another man was clumsily hitching up a cart to a mule out in front of the shack, but he leaned back every few seconds to rub his belly and let out an echoing belch. All three looked as though they’d never seen a bathtub in their lives.

      Wattie watched the scene across the road with a disapproving look.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “It was the outpost,” he answered darkly. “Looks like a tavern these days. There’s a growing trade in Cherokee Country for liquor. It’s brought nothing but trouble to our people.” As the three drunken men moved on down the road, Wattie crossed over the road to the shack.

      “I’m not going in there.” Imogen had caught up with us on the road, but she wasn’t budging a step closer to the tavern. “Not if it’s full of people like them.” She gestured towards the singing trio.

      Wattie peered around at the trees, then pointed. “There’s an old walnut tree, just there, overhanging the road. Why don’t you girls gather up some nuts while I sort out the supplies? Whatever you do, just don’t get separated.”

      With a roll of her eyes, Imogen hobbled off in the direction of the walnut tree. As we filled up our baskets, I stood up sniffing the air. “Do you smell a fire?”

      Imogen nodded, and we followed our noses around the tree. Through the bushes was a clearing, and right in the middle of it, the three drunken men were roasting what looked like a squirrel on a spit over a smoky fire. One of the men spotted me through the bare branches and called out, “Hey there, little lady! How’d you like to buy some Indian goods?”

      My heart skipped a beat as I realised the three men were getting up.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I whispered hoarsely.

      Imogen was peering around the tree now. “What do they want?”

      “Let’s not stick around to find out.” I waved her to come faster, but the three men were surprisingly quick considering how poor their balance had been a few minutes earlier. Two of them were on the road between us and the outpost in an instant, the third leading the cart just behind.

      A scrawny one with a scraggly blond beard and several missing teeth held up his hands. “Now look here, no need to get yer bonnets in a tangle. We’re just poor, humble peddlers. But we got some mighty fine treasures you won’t find no place else. Now just you have a look here.” He stepped aside to reveal the cart with a flourish of his hands, like a painter revealing his masterpiece. Meanwhile, a short, stocky one chewing on a pipe threw off the canvas that covered what was inside. There was an array of barrels and crates overflowing with the strangest assortment of objects, from raccoon tails to jars of what looked like pickled frog’s legs, and many bottles of some kind of clear liquid that I doubted was water.

      The man with the blond beard spoke up again. “Now, fer two beeeauteeful young lassies like yerselves, how ’bout some o’ these fine Injun beads?” He picked up a basket that was full of ropes of every coloured beads and started stringing his fingers through them. “Wouldn’t those look perty on yer little necks?”

      I glanced sideways at Imogen, who had clearly seen enough. Her arms were crossed over her chest in a challenging pose. “Look, we don’t want your beads or any of your junk.”

      The man blinked in dumb surprise at her response.

      “Unless one of those bottles is filled with magic potion that can take us through time, then we’re not interested.” She pushed right between the salesman and the cart, turning sideways so as not to brush shoulders with the unkempt peddler. I swallowed and followed quickly behind her, the three men gawking silently as if they didn’t know what had hit them.

      “It’s the only way to handle hecklers. With a firm hand. That’s what my mum says whenever we go abroad.”

      “But I can’t believe you said that about traveling through time,” I whispered.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Katie. It’s not like they understood what I was talking about.”

      We both turned our heads at the sound of footsteps scurrying up behind us.

      “Hey!” It was the voice of the bearded peddler.

      Rolling her eyes, Imogen turned around with impatience written all over her face. “WHAT?”

      The man stepped closer, glancing side to side, as if he wanted to be sure nobody was listening. “You said yer lookin’ for somethin’ that’ll take ye back in time?” he asked confidentially.

      “More like forward in time,” Imogen grumbled.

      “Yea, that.”

      “But she wasn’t serious,” I said. But Imogen cut me off.

      “Go on.”

      “Well,” the man licked his lips and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I’ve got what ya need.” And he pulled a bottle of some swirling, gold-flaked liquid out of his coat. “It’s an old Cherokee secret brew. Real rare. Ain’t hardly any of ’em left as know the recipe. I oughtn’t to sell it at all, but fer the right price…”

      “You can sell your goods to the devil.” Imogen and I both whirled around to find Wattie standing right behind us, his dark eyes fixed on the man in a hard stare.

      “Look here, young’n. That ain’t no way to talk to a God-fearin’ man. I was just—”

      But Wattie didn’t let him finish. “What kind of a God-fearing man tries to swindle young ladies? Now take your counterfeit goods and get off Cherokee land.”

      The man held up his hands again as if in surrender and walked away.

      “It’s scum like that who corrupt good trade between the settlers and the Cherokee,” Wattie said, shaking his head as he watched the ragtag team of peddlers disappear into the woods. “Secret Cherokee recipes. As if any Cherokee would sell our secrets to the likes of them!”

      “We didn’t need your help, Wattie,” Imogen snapped. “We were handling it fine without you.”

      Wattie’s jaw tightened. Without a word, he hoisted his sack of goods over his shoulder and turned back to the road.

      “He was just trying to look out for us,” I muttered, shifting the basket of walnuts under my arm.

      Imogen didn’t answer. She was too busy brooding, although several times she looked back over her shoulder, as if expecting to see someone following us.
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      I needed some space from Imogen. This fruitless journey would have been difficult enough without her bad mood, which seemed to get worse by the hour.

      “I’ll just be cracking the nuts,” I said, and snatching up the basket Imogen had dropped beside the fire pit, hurried off to find a quiet place to be alone. I found a couple of hard, flat stones for nut cracking and straddled an old fallen log. It felt good to smash the walnuts between the stones. At least I was taking my frustration out on them rather than on Imogen.

      No sooner had the thought entered my head than I heard her walk up behind me. Couldn’t she just give me one moment’s peace?

      Imogen stood there waiting for me to stop smashing nuts. I could tell she wanted to say something.

      Whack! I brushed another pulverised walnut shell onto the dirt, then looked up.

      With a glance towards Wattie who was preparing the fish he’d caught for dinner, she leaned in. “I say let’s go back and find those peddlers.”

      “What?” I was all ears now and couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’re joking, right?”

      “No. Listen to me. This could be our ticket home!”

      I hadn’t seen Imogen this excited since the time she’d found a Wi-Fi hotspot at a gas station on the way to Tennessee. She was actually serious. And insane. “You heard Wattie. He says they’re untrustworthy. They probably shouldn’t be on this land—they’re not even Cherokee!”

      “Of course, we have to believe every word Wattie says, don’t we?”

      “No,” I said defensively. “But obviously he knows a lot more than we do about Cherokee Country. That’s why he’s our guide, and we should do what he says.”

      “You know what I think?” Imogen said, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “I think Wattie just wants what’s in it for him. You heard him at the Governor’s. He forgot all about us!”

      “Never mind Wattie,” I argued. “You didn’t trust those men either. You told them to scram even before Wattie got involved.”

      “That was before they told us about the time-travel potion.”

      I sighed. “Even if that was really time-travel potion, which I highly doubt, we couldn’t just leave now, just like that.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

      “Because… because I still think… we’re here for a purpose. We’ve got to find a way to help the people in Nickajack. They all believe we can do something.” The words sounded pathetic as they spilled out of my mouth.

      Imogen gave me a look that made me feel like I’d shrunk to half my size. “Good grief, Katie. Isn’t it time to grow up? You’re not a hero; you’re a twelve-year-old girl. You can’t change history.”

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out.

      “Besides,” she pressed, “once we get back to our own lives, it won’t matter what happens to them. They’ll all be in the past. Dead.”

      The word struck me hard, like a punch to the stomach. Imogen had said the very thing I had fought so hard to avoid thinking about for the past four months. Before I could stop them, tears flooded my eyes. I got to my feet, walnuts spilling off my lap in every direction, and exploded. “You are the most horrible, selfish human being I have ever met. You don’t care about a single person but yourself. It’s no wonder your parents sent you away so they wouldn’t have to deal with you.”

      Imogen’s mouth opened. I thought she would shout back, but she just shook her head with a wounded look in her eyes and limped off into the pine grove.

      I watched her go, thinking vaguely about the danger that might be lurking among those trees, but my blood was still pounding through my temples with hurt. Let her look after herself, I thought, and turned away.

      When it came time to bed down, Imogen made a show of picking up the end of her mat and pulling it to the other side of the fire, as far away from me as she could get.

      Suit yourself, I thought, pulling the deerskin up over my shoulder and rolling onto my side to face the creek rather than Imogen’s back. I could just as easily ignore her as she could me.

      I didn’t sleep well that night. I dreamed I was tied to a stake. Lieutenant Lovegood, with a smug smile on his stony face, lit the pyre with his torch. But the flames licking my ankles burned icy cold instead of hot. When I looked up from the flames, Imogen was beside me, looking right into my eyes as if begging me for help. With a choked gasp, I sat up, still breathing fast. It had just been a nightmare, not like the dream about Ramona.

      It wasn’t real, I whispered. Everything was quiet except the burble of the river. There was a soft glow in the lower sky that meant it must be nearly dawn. Smouldering embers were all that remained of the fire. I shivered as the dewy morning air touched my shoulders and pulled the deer skin up under my chin. Reluctantly, my eyes wandered over towards Imogen’s mat, off on its own.

      She must be freezing, I thought. After all, she’d left all the blankets behind. My stomach lurched. It wasn’t so much hunger as my conscience prodding me. I should never have said what I did to Imogen. She might be selfish and spoiled, but she couldn’t have known that her words would cut me so deeply. I had no idea that what I said about her parents would hurt her that way. Maybe there was more to Imogen’s story than what met the eye. Who knew? What I did know was just how frightening it was to be stuck in the past without much hope of a way home. Could I really blame Imogen for being just a bit desperate? For wanting to snatch at the dim ray of hope those peddlers had offered her?

      I got to my feet, taking the deerskin with me, and tiptoed over to Imogen’s mat. “Imogen,” I whispered, taking a step closer. Something was off. I went right over and looked down. The mat was empty.

      Kneeling down, I laid my hand on the mat. There was no warmth at all. She hadn’t been in bed for at least several minutes. My eyes darted in every direction. I listened intently for the sound of a crackling pine straw. It was so horribly silent, all except for the voice in my head that told me exactly where she had gone.
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      With the feeling of a stone sinking down into the pit of my stomach, my eyes turned where I hadn’t dared to let my thoughts go: down the road to the old walnut tree where we had encountered the peddlers.

      Wattie came to my side with a small lantern held above his head. The moment I’d awakened him and told him Imogen was gone, he had sprung into action like a well-trained soldier. He had immediately suggested we each search the road in different directions. Now as we met back at the starting point, he shook his head. “Nothing. You don’t think she …?”

      With a sickening feeling, I nodded. “Last night she told me she wanted to go back to the peddlers’ cart. She wanted … something she thought they had.” I paused, trying to piece together what could have happened to Imogen. “She didn’t run away,” I said at last. Imogen might be selfish and as temperamental as a mule, but she wasn’t stupid. She’d seen enough of this wilderness to know better than to turn herself loose in it without a guide.

      “That only leaves one alternative,” Wattie answered hesitantly. “We need to track down those peddlers before they sell her off to the highest bidder.”

      My eyes widened with the horror of what he’d just said. Sell her? That possibility had never entered my mind. “But they were old men and drunk,” I protested, willing myself to hold out hope. “We can outrun them.”

      “We go back and get our weapons,” Wattie said. “Then we return to the place we met the peddlers to look for any signs of struggle.” Wattie could see how anxious I was. He reached out and gripped my shoulder. “We’ll track them as far as it takes until we find her.”

      

      With shaking hands, I turned my little quiver upside down. The blowgun, darts and little vial of venom fell out on the ground along with the folder with Ka-Ti’s painting inside. “Oh no!” I breathed as the painting shifted out of its leather cover onto the mud. I reached down to gather it up and discovered more painted pages fanning out across the ground. How had I not noticed before? It wasn’t just one painting, but a whole portfolio. Carefully, I turned over the top painting – the one of me on a black horse. What I saw made a painful lump grow in my throat. The painting showed two girls with arms linked. One of them looked just like me and the other was, without a doubt, Imogen.

      Like the thud of a falling tree, it hit me. All the time we’d been in 1828, I’d been thinking of Imogen as a problem… just the accidental tag along on my journey through the cave painting. I had to help Nickajack because it was my purpose. I had to be the one to solve the mystery of the Uktena stone … it all came down to me to get us home again. Even after all the times she’d proven herself – like the time she saved me from Lovegood’s bullet, or when she persuaded those guards to let us into the Garrison.

      All the time I’d been resenting Imogen for not pulling her weight, she hadn’t been to blame. When had I ever included her or asked for her help?

      I should’ve known! Great detectives never solved mysteries alone. Even Sherlock didn’t go it alone. He needed Watson. But instead of working together with Imogen, I’d ignored her, keeping my thoughts about the stone to myself. And—the realisation stung my conscience more than anything—had I only shared the painting with her, it might’ve given her enough hope that we were getting close. She might never have felt the need to do something so desperate as chasing after those peddlers.

      I looked down at the painting again. It was so clear now. This wasn’t just my story. It was hers too. Ours. All the time I’d been wishing for Sophia, I’d missed the friend right beside me. Well, I wasn’t going to ignore Imogen anymore. Whatever it took, I would find her and tell her how sorry I was.

      

      There was no sign of the peddlers’ camp except ashes and cartwheel ruts in the mud.  With his bow in hand, Wattie squatted low and made zig zag patterns as he searched every inch of ground. After a few minutes, he straightened up, holding something invisible between his thumb and index finger.

      “I think this is one of Dilli’s,” he said, apologetically.

      I ran over to see the thing he’d found: a long, bleached blonde hair, dark brown at one end. I gulped to keep from being sick. So they had taken her.

      “With a kidnapped hostage, they may be avoiding the roads. We need to know which way they left the clearing. You check for signs on the south and east. I’ll go west and north, back towards the road.”

      “Got it,” I said, trying to sound in control while my heart beat itself into a frenzy.

      Once out of the clearing, I tried zig-zagging the way Wattie had done, looking for some clue, maybe a footprint or wheel rut. I hadn’t got far when I heard a piercing yelp from behind me followed by shouting. My breath caught in my chest as I spun around and ran back to the clearing, just in time to see someone disappear behind the walnut tree. As quickly as my wobbly legs could take me, I shot off towards the tree, but my foot slid in what must’ve been a mule patty, and I fell with a wet smack onto my back, knocking the air out of my lungs.

      As I lay there, chest heaving, world spinning, I could hear voices on the other side of the bushes. “William McKay, you’re under arrest.” I recognised Lieutenant Lovegood’s flat, cold voice immediately.

      Wattie answered, his voice cold with spite. “Arrest for what?”

      “For threatening to start an uprising against the Governor of Tennessee.”

      Sucking in shallow breaths, I crawled on my hands and knees to the base of the walnut tree, peering around its trunk. “No,” I breathed. Lovegood’s posse of two had dismounted from their horses and were tying Wattie’s hands behind his back with thick rope.

      “You’re lying,” Wattie spat.

      “I have the warrant right here,” Lovegood said, unscrolling a piece of paper and giving it a flick. “Now where’s the girl?”

      I nearly choked.

      “What girl?” Wattie growled.

      Lovegood chuckled as if it were all a game. “The red-headed one.”

      “She ran off,” Wattie said in a carrying voice and turning his head ever so slightly in my direction. “I haven’t seen her since I left the Garrison.”

      He was warning me not to give myself away, but it was all I could do to stay hidden. To do nothing.

      “She’s probably been et up by a cougar,” the scruffy officer holding Wattie’s ropes said. The other man laughed.

      “Enough!” Lovegood shouted. “I’ll take him back to the Garrison. You look for the girl.”

      “And if we find her? Can we take her and sell her like them peddler boys got to do with the other girl? The English one?”

      “I want her brought to me,” Lovegood responded in a commanding tone. “At no cost can she be allowed to reach Nickajack. If she’s on the road, I’ll find her. I’ve got business in the Injun village tonight.”

      Imogen was being sold and Wattie arrested under false accusations. I wanted to scream. To fight. But I couldn’t do either. With my fists clenched, forcing myself to stay quiet, I watched Lovegood lead Wattie away.
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      I was alone. How had this happened? Imogen kidnapped. Wattie arrested. The Governor behind all of it. And there I was, the only one left free, in the middle of the woods and completely helpless.

      There was Wattie’s family, but they were all back in Nickajack, miles and miles away, and Lovegood’s men would be patrolling the road.

      Stay calm. Think of something. I tried to force my panicked brain into cooperation. The canoe. It was a wild thought, but it was the best I had. The canoe was too big for just one person to operate, but if I could just manage to get it back up Chickamauga Creek and into the Tennessee, at least the river would be flowing in my favour. Maybe with the help of the current, I could paddle back to Nickajack through the night and be there by the next evening. Which will be much too late, the voice in my head jabbed. I didn’t have time to argue with it. I took off running to the creek.

      As I skidded to a halt in what had been our camp, my heart sank from ground floor to basement. Someone had already been there. The furs, the mats, the cookery knives and kettle, everything that had been of any value was gone. The rest had been thrown aside. But the canoe …

      They’d found it too. Whoever took it must have watched us cover it. The camouflage vines and branches were strewn all over the ground. With my hands clutching the sides of my head, I peered down the creek. Somewhere, right that minute, someone was making a getaway in my last hope.

      “Thieves!” I said out loud and gave the water a kick with my mud-spattered moccasin. I’d never make it to Nickajack now. I ran muddy hands through my hair trying to think. I hadn’t a clue where Imogen might be, but I knew Lovegood’s men were taking Wattie to the Garrison. If I followed, there was a chance I might just find Imogen too. It was as good a next step as I could come up with.

      The first thing to do was to cover my head. Lovegood’s men would be looking for a girl with red hair. Looking around, I spotted the cloth Ka-Ti had wrapped around her paintings. I brushed it off and tied it around my head, carefully tucking away any straggling pieces of hair. There was nothing then but to choose my path. The road must lead back to the Garrison. Lovegood had gone in that direction. But it would be risky if anyone should be riding past.

      My other option was to follow the creek back up to its meeting point with the river.  I would not likely be seen among the reeds and pussy willow, but one look at the murky, swamp-like waters made taking my chances on the road seem a much more tempting option. Besides, the road would be quicker.

      No sooner had I made up my mind than I heard the sand-grinding sound of wheels coming from the right. The peddlers was the first thought in my mind, and I raced to the edge of the road to wait and see, squatting down behind a mulberry bush. But it was only an old man driving a cart full of pumpkins. Probably taking them to the Garrison to have them cooked up for the Washington delegates the Governor had said were on their way.

      The Garrison! This could be my ride, I realised with a flutter of excitement. But I’d have to act quickly. I squatted down on the ready as close to the road as I could get without being seen. At least the farmer didn’t appear to be in too much of a hurry. He was leaning back, giving the reins an occasional flick and singing ‘Turkey in the Straw’ to nobody in particular.

      I counted out the clop clop, clop clop, clop clop rhythm of the horse’s hooves as he trotted past, then leaped onto the road, grabbed the wooden side of the cart and hoisted myself up. A few pumpkins rolled down the pile to knock me on the head, but I had made it! I was officially a stowaway, I thought with a sense of pride.

      I must have heard at least eight different verses of ‘Turkey in the Straw’ before the pumpkin cart rolled up to the gates of Hiwassee Garrison. The farmer pulled the cart to a halt. “Fer the Gov’ner’s harvest banquet,” I heard the old man drawl, and my heart took off. Supposing the guards wanted to search the cart? There was no running now. I folded my legs, kept my head down and pulled the biggest pumpkin I could get my arms around into my lap, hoping to my very bones those guards wouldn’t take any notice of me.

      A second later, the cart was moving forward again, the guards returning to their watches without so much as a glance in my direction. I let out a chestful of air, then hastily pushed the pumpkin off my lap and slid off the cart onto the sandy courtyard, just outside of the stables. But the courtyard was much busier than it had been yesterday, and there was a pretty regular flow of people in and out of the Governor’s headquarters. If I could just find a way to blend in.

      Two ladies brushed past me, giggling and with their arms full of baskets piled with linens which they carried up the steps of the brick building. They disappeared inside.

      I spun around. Where had they just come from? A drying line of linens gave me my answer. There was an open covered area just before the stables that appeared to be the Garrison laundry.

      I took quick stock to make sure no one was watching, marched over and seized an empty basket, quickly filling it with sheets and tablecloths from the drying line. With my best effort at acting natural, I perched the basket on one hip as I’d seen the other maids do and bee-lined across the courtyard in the direction of the mansion. But instead of ascending the stairs, I veered right and floated over towards the stone shack prison.

      “Lookin’ fer sommat?” belched a burly guard with an underbite that reminded me of a bulldog.

      “Oh!” I tried to appear startled, as if I’d drifted towards the prison unawares. “I … um … just wondered what was inside this little building?”

      The burly man spat on the ground. “Ain’t nothin’ but outlaw scum inside o’ thar.”

      I widened my eyes, trying to fake interest. “Really? What kind of outlaws? Any Indians?”

      The man’s already grumpy face turned into an outright scowl. “Don’t see as it’s any o’ yer business.” As if to make quite clear he’d had enough of my questions, he snorted and spat out a huge ball of phlegm in the dirt at my feet before turning away.

      I stumbled backwards to avoid the spit and bumped against someone. Spinning around, I looked up into the fierce face of the Governor’s housekeeper.

      This is it, I thought. I’d blown it. The housekeeper was sure to recognise me from the day before. Did she know the Governor was looking for me? Either way, she’d tell him I was snooping around the Garrison and that would be the end of it.

      “You must be one of the new girls,” she snapped. “Dreaming and dawdling when there’s a heap of work to be done.” And with that, she pinched my shoulder and marched me right up the mansion steps and into the front door. She released my shoulder inside the foyer. “I catch you taking your sweet time again and I’ll dock your wages, you hear?” she scolded just before turning on her heels and marching down a hallway so that I was left standing there with my basket of linens and giggling maids bustling back and forth around me.

      As relieved as I was that the housekeeper had not recognised me and turned me in to the Governor, this was no time for catching the breath I’d lost in my terror a moment earlier. I was standing in the middle of my enemy’s front doorway with a decision to make.

      My instincts told me to turn around and run, run as fast as I could away from that perilous place. But then what? I’d be alone again in the woods, no closer to helping Wattie or Imogen.

      You call yourself a detective, Katie, a braver voice in my head reminded me. And detectives don’t run from danger; they walk straight into it. That’s how they stop criminals: by spying on them, not by hiding from them.

      I knew that voice was right. It was the voice that had coached me to ride Vagabond through the church doors to Sophia’s rescue last summer. That memory filled me with a reckless energy, and without another thought, I dumped my basket of laundry behind a pedestal with a bust on it and made straight for the long corridor with the Governor’s office at the end of it. Nothing was going to stop me now. My feet, silent on the long hall rug, carried me steadily to the Governor’s door and didn’t stop until I reached it. It was ajar. Holding my breath, I leaned my ear close to the open door when a voice spoke out from inside the room.

      It was the Governor’s voice, but not even a hint of jolliness remained to warm it. Now it was cold, biting, as if he was speaking a curse. “Joseph McKay has been a thorn in my side for too long now. There’s simply no competing with the man. He always makes a case for the Cherokee in Washington. Fought with the President at Horseshoe Bend, you know, and now he can do no wrong. The Indians regard him as one of their own, as they did Jim Weaver before I removed him. The McKays have to be crushed.” He paused. I clamped a hand over my mouth, afraid they had heard the gasp I had let escape.

      But a moment later, Blunt continued his tirade. “I can’t have them getting in the way of the treaty with Black Fox. And speaking of that savage man, you must be more careful. Those children told me they saw you conspiring with him.”

      “They’re harmless—” It was Lovegood who spoke, but the Governor cut him off.

      “They are not harmless, Lieutenant. If Nickajack found out about that treaty, everything we’ve worked for could be ruined.”

      “I thought everyone to be at their little powwow, or I would not have—”

      “Well it turns out those two wretched little girls were not, were they, Lieutenant? Have you found them both?”

      “Jed’s men have one of them. We’re still searching for the red-headed one. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right, Lieutenant.” Blunt’s voice was venomous. “I don’t have time for mistakes.”

      “What are your orders, sir, when I find the girl? Prison?”

      “I told you before. We don’t know who these girls are or what their connection with the McKays is, but they’ve seen too much. They suspect the conspiracy between Black Fox and yourself. As I haven’t any warrant for locking up children, just make certain that the red-haired one, like her cousin, ends up somewhere far away where she can’t pose any problems to the plan. I trust tracking down a little girl won’t prove too arduous a task for you, Lieutenant. Now if you’d do your job and allow me to get back to mine …”

      “Good day, sir.”

      My heart sprang into my throat as heavy boot steps approached the door. Scuffling to the next closest door down the corridor, I prayed, please be open. Please be open. I laid my hand on the knob. It turned! I fell inside and closed myself in just as I heard the Governor’s door swing wide open on its hinges. Then I held my breath. The Lieutenant’s steps sounded hesitant for a brief moment that felt like an eternity. But then his boot steps retreated down the hall. It was music to my ears, but there was no time to bask in relief. I had to get out.

      There was a picture window behind a desk on the far wall, like the one in the Governor’s office. I tiptoed across the floor, threw back the sash and brushed aside the papers on the desk before climbing on top. With one knee already up, I stopped. My hand was resting on a map. I recognised it immediately as the map of Cherokee Country Wattie and the others had used to chart out our journey from Nickajack to Hiwassee. But there was something definitely different about this copy. I traced down the Tennessee River with my finger until it pointed at the spot I was sure was Nickajack. But this map didn’t say Nickajack at all.  What should have been Nickajack was labelled in bold black letters: Blunts Town.

      I heard a movement in the Governor’s office next door. In a flash of panic, I hastily rolled up the map and stuffed it under my arm. Then, with both knees on the desk, I heaved the window open, swung my legs through and dropped to the ground.
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      I braced my hands on my knees, allowing myself just a couple of deep breaths. I wasn’t safe yet, but at least here on the backside of the Governor’s mansion, no one was coming and going. But someone might spot me from a window at any moment. With that thought in mind, I pressed my back against the wall and looked around for my next way of escape.

      There was only a narrow pathway between the building and the outer wall of the Garrison. If only I could climb it, I thought. But the logs were tall as trees and spiked at the top. There was no chance.

      I heard what I thought was a faint snorting sound away to my left. Of course! The stables were just on the other side of the building. Maybe I’d be able to sneak behind them without anyone noticing and climb into another cart. It wasn’t much of a plan, but I had to do something other than stand there right under the Governor’s nose.

      I crept along, keeping close to the wall, rounded the corner and could’ve jumped for joy. Behind the stables, cut out of the wall, was a corral door! And what was more, it was open to allow some of the horses out for grazing, the afternoon sun spilling through. I was no more than ten or so yards from freedom!

      Squatting low but moving fast, I scampered and ducked behind a horse’s stall, inched along and peeked around. I could hear men’s voices down at the other end of the stable, but the coast seemed clear. With a deep breath, I sprinted towards the fence ready to hurdle it, but skidded into it instead. There, tethered to a watering trough was a tall, sinewy grey horse with a silvery mane. Lovegood’s horse. He had lifted his head to watch me out of one startlingly blue eye.

      “You deserve a better master,” I said, holding out my palm to the horse’s probing nostrils. I touched his nose, and an idea rushed through me like an electric shock. It was more a feeling than a thought, a surge of complete recklessness all the way down to my toes. I’d escaped the guards, taken the Governor’s map, jumped out the window. What was stopping me from riding off on Lovegood’s horse? I was a fugitive. What did I have to lose? Ok, I had a lot to lose, starting with my freedom if I got caught and thrown into prison. But at that moment, it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but getting out of that Garrison crawling with enemies.

      With a wave of giddiness, I untethered the reins, stuffed the map into the saddle bag, and hoisted myself up onto his back. He didn’t seem to question what was going on, but answered immediately to my lead. I trotted him to the back of the corral. We turned, then I whispered, Now!

      With a lunge, we careened forward towards the fence. It was a big jump, but this was no time for caution. I leaned in close as his front legs left the ground. For a moment, I felt completely weightless. Then his hooves hit the ground, and we were galloping again.

      “Hey! Come back here!”

      I heard the shouts, but I didn’t look back. I had to reach the river, and then … I knew exactly where I had to go. It had come to me when the Governor mentioned his name: Jim Weaver. Raccoon Mountain was just a few miles south. Old Grizzly was my only hope.

      

      If any thoughts entered my mind on that long ride, I can’t recall a single one of them. I focused on the path ahead as if my life depended on it. The path along the river soon narrowed. The further we went, the steeper the bank became until mountains rose up on either side.

      The stallion was well trained and never once reared back when I led him over rocky shoals or even down into the water where the river rapids sometimes beat against his legs. I could tell he was as glad as I was when at last we’d hit a patch of sandy bank where we could pick up speed a little. Every second that passed felt precious, and I had no idea just how many were passing. It might have been an hour. It might as well have been days. My stomach felt hollow, my mind was getting numb and my backside was sorer than ever.

      I was just beginning to feel I would have to slide off and rest when I recognised the flat shoals and little pools where Imogen had met the mud puppy. I’d made it! I could’ve cried with happiness and exhaustion.

      The horse could take me as far as the lookout. Then I’d climb the rest of the way on my own.

      “Go on, get a good drink,” I told the horse, leading him to the water and patting his sweaty neck as he lowered his head. It should have been a peaceful moment’s rest after such a wearing journey, but something made me tense up, the hair standing up on the back of my arms. The sun was still out— I wasn’t cold. You’re just tired and hungry I reassured myself. But it wasn’t just me. The birds even seemed unsettled. A blue jay swooped down and landed in the branches overhead, screeching like an alarm bell. The stallion sensed it too. He lifted his head from the water, his eyes wide, nostrils sniffing the air.

      My pulse thumped in my ear. Something … or someone was watching.

      I clicked to get the horse moving, then turned back up the bank. A minute up the trail, the river was out of view, which meant that we were out of view of whatever hidden creature had been lurking there. Yet the eerie feeling of being watched didn’t go away.

      The mountain’s tall, flat rock face rose straight up on my right, like a fortress wall. Wondering how far we had to go before we reached the lookout, I craned my head back to look up. My eyes met with the predator-like stare of Black Fox. He was crouched low on a rock outcrop above, like a wildcat about to spring on its prey. His black hair hung like a curtain of camouflage on either side of his face so that his eyes stood out, glowing with a ravenous light. Then his eyes narrowed into a savage smile. The predator had his victim cornered.

      Or so he thought.

      “YA!”  I dug my legs into the horse’s side, and he shot off like an arrow. The climb became steeper, but I urged him forward with every muscle in my body, depending totally on his sure footing. As he made a sharp turn around a bend, I threw a frantic glance over the rocks and boulders for any sign of Black Fox. Meanwhile, the horse reared up with a scream. I screamed too and clung on for dear life as his hooves slid and scuttled on the narrow ledge. Then I saw what had frightened him.

      Black Fox dropped down onto the path right in front of us, baring his teeth. I surged forward to bowl right through him, but he was too quick. He leaped to one side, threw out his arm and grabbed the horse’s reins, wrapping them once, twice, three times around his boulder of a fist, nearly unseating me. I yelled and snatched up fistfuls of mane. The horse jerked its head, trying to pull free from Black Fox’s grip and roaring with frustration. Then, with that raving smile, Black Fox used his other hand to pull the tomahawk from the strap across his bare chest.

      The sight of the blade glinting in the sunlight sent an electric shock up my spine. There was a flash of a moment when we met each other’s eyes, and I knew he was going to kill the horse to get to me. Without a second thought, I flung myself off the horse. My forehead smacked hard against a tree limb, and I landed hard on my knees. The world spun, but I scrambled to my feet. I had to keep moving. I was running up hill, pushing off jagged rocks and stumbling over roots, my every muscle heaving me upwards, never daring to look behind me where I knew Black Fox would be gaining like a wolf outrunning a mouse. I could hear his steady breathing, the pounding of his moccasined feet getting closer.

      As I turned sharply around a boulder, I threw myself into the undergrowth and crawled on my elbows and knees under a thorny shrub. Sitting back on my heels, I slung my quiver around to my front and jabbed the blowgun between my knees. I had only seconds to get this right. I had to concentrate. I took a dart and put it between my teeth. Then I reached into the quiver, found the vial of snake’s venom and uncorked it. Hands shaking, I plunged the dart’s tip in. Black Fox’s heavy pants were audible just around the bend. With a thrill of terror, I stuffed the dart into the blowgun, put the pipe to my lips and drew in a deep breath, just as my hunter’s feet came into view. He stopped at the bend and appeared to be squinting up the path, listening.

      I froze, my breath held and my chest on fire. If he would just take one step further up the path, I might have a chance of hitting him. But instead, in a horrific instant Black Fox turned and looked directly at my hiding place. His hate-filled eyes narrowed on mine just before he lunged. I didn’t think. I just blew with all that was in me, then squeezed my eyes shut.

      A heavy thud on the ground made me open my eyes. Black Fox was on his knees, hardly more than an arm’s length from my hiding place, one hand gripping his neck where my dart had struck. He ripped out the dart, looked at it, then his eyes rolled up and he fell, face down, his silver earring swinging from his ear.

      I stared at the fallen giant in shock. But he was only knocked out. I had to get out of there. Had to reach the top of that mountain. Still shaking, I fixed my quiver to my back before crawling out from under the bush, careful to skirt around Black Fox.

      I don’t remember running up the trail. My mind was so numbed from my narrow escape, I didn’t feel the ache in my legs or notice the pain from the steadily bleeding cut in my forehead. As if transported by magic, I found myself standing on the porch of Old Grizzly’s cabin, hand lifted to knock. But I didn’t have to. The door opened all on its own. The last thing I saw were a man’s dark grey eyes. They were not full of hatred like Black Fox’s, but full of worry.
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      When did I fall asleep in the forest? was the first groggy thought to form in my throbbing head. The pain was so strong that I had to be really awake, but all I could see looked like a hazy dreamland. I rubbed my eyes and blinked. I wasn’t in the forest at all. I was in a bed, in a cabin, staring up at wooden rafters. Tree branches laced with autumn leaves were hung like a canopy from the ceiling. There was a giant papery bee hive suspended right over my head.

      I tried to hoist myself up on one elbow, but the pain through the left side of my forehead blinded me. I gasped and fell back, my hand automatically bracing the side of my head. It was bandaged.

      Soft footsteps came near. I felt a cool hand on my burning forehead. I blinked until my sight came back and saw, in the dim light, Ka-Ti’s kind and beautiful face smiling back, but her eyes were full of concern.

      My mouth opened, but my throat was so dry that no words would come out. It went dryer still when Ka-Ti rushed away. Next thing I knew, I heard the floorboards creak as the mountain man lumbered over to the bed and stood towering over me. He still wore a scowl, but something was different. He looked much more human than grizzly now with his long, dishevelled strands of greying hair and his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Ka-Ti was holding one of his massive forearms and smiling from him to me.

      The mountain man lifted one of his huge hands and patted his daughter on the head, then walked around the bed and creakily sat down in a wooden chair. We eyed each other for a moment. At last he gave a sniff and started talking.

      “So, girl. How’d you wind up back at my door in such a sad state? I thought you were with Will McKay. Ain’t he lookin’ after you?”

      I shook my head, then winced from the movement. Why did it hurt so bad again? I had a vague memory of hitting it … when I jumped off the horse. “Horse!” I tried to sit up and saw stars from the pain.

      Ka-Ti laid her hand on my shoulder and pushed me gently back.

      “Your horse is safe. After you turned up, I went out scoutin’ to try and figure out what’d happened to you. I found your horse at the lookout and took him down to the valley on the other side of the mountain. He’s happy as a lark, grazin’ with our own horses.”

      “He’s not really my horse,” I mumbled, lying back down. Ka-Ti exchanged a look with her father.

      “You mean you stole him?” Jim Weaver asked, giving me a hard, squinting stare.

      I hadn’t meant to say as much, so I didn’t say anything.

      “Is that why you were chased up here?  ‘Cause you stole somebody’s horse?” There was anger in his voice.

      “Nn… no. It was Black Fox. He followed me. I was worried he’d kill the horse. I shot him with a poisonous dart. That’s how I got away.” I was beginning to wonder if I was making any sense at all. Whatever I’d said, it seemed to make an impression on the mountain man. His face darkened.

      “Black Fox, you say?”

      I nodded.

      “What the devil’s Black Fox doin’ up on my mountain? He knows better’n to come up here.” He scowled towards the window, his jaw twitching. “And you say you shot him with a poisonous dart? Well, he’ll be out there somewhere feeling rougher’n you do right now. That’s fer sure.” He squinted at me again. “How’d you go and get on ol’ Black Fox’s bad side anyhow?”

      “It’s Governor Blunt whose bad side I’m on. I think Black Fox is just working for him.”

      A light flashed in Jim Weaver’s eyes as soon as I mentioned the Governor, and deep lines appeared in his leathery forehead. “I’d trust the bear that gave me this scar before I’d trust Blunt. But what bone’s he got to pick with a little girl like you?”

      “He’s arrested Wattie.” With a stab of panic, I remembered Imogen. “And my cousin’s been kidnapped. They might’ve already sold her to somebody!” How could I lie there when Imogen was in the hands of kidnappers? I tried to kick off the blankets so I could get to my feet, but my legs got tangled up.

      “WHOA. Whoa, now.” The mountain man was standing over me with his hands out like a traffic policeman. Ka-Ti braced my shoulders again.

      “What’d you say your name was?”

      “Kk.. Katie,” I said, trying to steady my breath. “The Cherokee call me Katie Fire-Hair.”

      “Right. Well I’m Jim. You already know Kingfisher here.”

      Didn’t he hear me? This was no time to make introductions. “I need to find my cousin tonight,” I said, flailing frantically until I almost fell out of the bed.

      “Now look here. You ain’t goin’ no place tonight,” Jim said as Ka-Ti hurried away to the fire. “Now just you calm down and tell me what all this is about, the Governor kidnappin’ and arrestin’ people.”

      A blinding pain forced me to lie back, gripping my sore head.

      Ka-Ti was back. She handed me a bowl of some steaming liquid. It smelled like the blueberry tea she had served me before. I took a sip and felt my muscles relax, then another, and the throb in my head seemed to ease up just a little.

      “If I tell you everything, will you help me?” I asked the mountain man.

      “Well I reckon I can’t tell you that until you’ve told me why it is you need my help.” He struck a match and lit up a pipe, clearly planning to sit right there until I’d explained the whole story.

      “All right,” I said, giving up. I started with the stampede on our first day in Cherokee Country and all the events that had led us to our journey to Hiwassee. I told him about the peddlers and Imogen’s disappearance, and how Lovegood had arrested Wattie. I told him every word I’d overheard between the Governor and the Lieutenant. When I got to that part, I remembered something. “He mentioned you. Governor Blunt. He said he had to remove Joseph McKay the way he’d removed you … something about the Cherokees liking you too much.”

      To my shock, Jim Weaver actually laughed, though it sounded bitter. “That’s Blunt all over. Can’t stand to see nobody else going up in the world without feelin’ he oughtta club ‘em down.”

      “But why did he have to remove you? Remove you from what?” I asked.

      Jim Weaver whistled. “That’s a looong story, little lady.”

      “Well, you said I’m not going anywhere tonight.”

      The mountain man frowned, finding himself cornered.

      With a quiet smile, Ka-Ti got up and went to the door, her long curtain of black hair swishing behind her.

      I looked at Jim Weaver, waiting for him to speak. He was still frowning, deep in thought.

      “I told you my story,” I reminded him.

      “All right,” he said gruffly. “I’ll tell you what happened. But it don’t mean nothin’. It’s all in the past now, understand?”

      I nodded.

      He sat back, eyes fixed out the window, took a few puffs of his pipe and began. “I was a fur trader as a younger man. Travelled all across the frontier, met with all manner of dangers.” He tapped the scar on his cheek. “While I was out Oklahoma way, I met a beautiful Cherokee woman.”

      “Ramona?” I asked, and thought I saw a slight wince at the name.

      He nodded. “Sounds like you heard some of this story.”

      “Wattie told me a bit,” I admitted.

      “She’d come from Cherokee Country originally, but her family’d gone west when the government bought up the land she called home. She was the only one of ‘em left when I met her. The others’d all caught disease or some such. She’d taken to paintin’ as a little girl, and made a livin’ of travellin’ around sellin’ her craft to other tribes, traders and the like, so she was used to the wanderin’ life.” He gnawed on his pipe and looked out the window again. Though I had questions, I held my tongue. I could tell the words caused him pain.

      He set the pipe in his lap and carried on. “I married her and took her out West with me on the trade route. It was a rough life for a man, let alone a woman. But my Ramona never let that bother ‘er. She was happy. We were happy. But it was no place to raise a family, of that you may be sure.”

      “You mean Ka-Ti?” I asked.

      He nodded. “When we found out Ramona was on the nest, we decided it was time to settle down. She wanted the baby to grow up knowing Cherokee ways, so it seemed the best place was right here, in the old country. So here’s where we came. It wasn’t easy at first for Ramona. She’d never been like the rest of the Cherokee wives, staying put in one place. But she kept up her paintin’ and looked after the baby, and helped me get a good trade going among the Cherokee. Horses mostly. Ramona’s got a real way about her with horses. They come to her — even the wild ones — and do whatever she bids ‘em. You ain’t never seen nothin’ like it.” The slightest hint of a smile made the whiskers twitch at the corner of his mouth.

      “I wish I could meet her,” I said quietly.

      He looked at me a moment, then cleared his throat. “Me too.”

      “But what did Governor Blunt have against you and Ramona? You were just earning a living, minding your own business …”

      “Well now we come to that,” he said, straightening his shoulders which had become slumped over during the course of his story, as if he’d been bearing a heavy weight. “The American government decided to send an agent down to the Cherokees to help ‘em learn agriculture and husbandry and such.”

      “And they sent Governor Blunt?”

      He shook his head. “He wasn’t Blunt back then. And he wasn’t ‘governor’ yet neither. They sent a fella called Meeks. A good man. Cared deeply about the Cherokee and always tried to do right by ‘em. But he didn’t understand ‘em at first. Couldn’t communicate with ‘em.”

      “That’s where you came in?” I asked.

      “Yup. I helped him as much as I could, translatin’, mediatin’. Even travelled up to Washington with him and a handful o’ Cherokee delegates to meet the President. That’s when I got made an official delegate of the United States of America to the Cherokee.”

      “So what happened to Meeks?” I asked. My head was clearing, but my stomach ached. I could smell the stew boiling on the other side of the cabin where Ka-Ti was cooking. But I was just as hungry to hear the rest of the story.

      “He died,” Jim Weaver said plainly. “He was an old man when he started the job. Then Washington named a young land prospector the new Indian Agent and things changed.”

      “Blunt,” I said, and he nodded again.

      “Blunt never got on very well with the Cherokees. Problem was, he didn’t want to understand ‘em. He hated it when they’d come to me with their troubles and complaints that he was chargin’ ‘em too much for the goods the government had sent ‘em. I told ‘em I’d make their worries known to the President next time I was in Washington. Well, Blunt got word of it. Said I was trying to turn the Cherokees against him … that I was more Cherokee than white man and was therefore not fit to represent the interests of America. Of course, the thing that really got his goat was that I was competition. I got right in the way of his dirty business deals.”

      “So he had you sacked?” I asked.

      “He tried to, but the President refused to give me the boot. So Blunt took matters into his own hands.”

      “What did he do?” I was leaning forward on my knees now.

      “He did just what he accused me of doin’ to him. He contrived a way of turning the Cherokees against me.”

      “The Uktena Stone.” The words left my mouth before I could think.

      Jim Weaver sat back with a shrewd grin on his face.  “Sounds like you already heard the next part of the story too.”

      My cheeks went hot. “Only that you were accused of taking it and causing all kinds of bad luck for the Cherokees.”

      Silence. His intense eyes stayed glued to my face as he took slow puffs of his pipe. I felt suddenly hot and fidgety. Keen to get the conversation back in motion, I cleared my throat. “It’s just a story, right? About the monster snake and the magic stone? I mean, it can’t be real.”

      The sly smile came back. “Oh, the stone’s real enough. The Cherokees kept it hidden for generations in a sacred cave just over’n them hills.” He nodded towards the view out the window. “’Til it got stole.”

      I waited another fidgety moment before getting the nerve to ask, “And … did you …?”

      “That’s common belief, Miss Fire-Hair. But there’s more to the story than what you’ve heard, and that’s ‘cause there ain’t nobody ‘at knows it ‘cept for me and Kingfisher.”

      I looked over my shoulder. Ka-Ti had just come over to join us, a smile on her face and a painted tray with three steaming bowls. My stomach gave an audible rumble as she handed me one of them.

      “Good,” Jim Weaver said, taking a bowl from his daughter. “Maybe this’ll hush you up long enough so’s I can finish this story.”

      I flinched and took a quiet sip of the stew.

      “All that’s left to say is that Blunt cooked up a way to frame me for stealin’ that stone. And no, I didn’t never so much as lay eyes on it, let alone steal it.”

      “But I don’t see why your Cherokee friends, like Terrapin Jo, would believe Blunt’s story over yours.”

      I saw the scowl on his face and bit my lip.

      “As I was sayin’,” Jim grumbled, “they never found the stone, but Blunt used his power to have me arrested by the Tennessee militia. I served three years in prison. Ramona and Ka-Ti were on their own. Meantime, Blunt started a rumour that Ramona had the stone hidden. That she was using it for some kind of …” he hesitated, and I felt Ka-Ti stir beside me. “For somethin’.”

      I sat up, ignoring the stew that sloshed onto my dress. “You mean the stone didn’t have anything to do with Ramona?”

      Jim gave me a hard look before answering. “’Course not. She didn’t give a monkey’s uncle ‘bout that old rock.”

      Could it be true? I wondered. The stone was just that – a plain old piece of rock?

      Jim’s voice broke into my thoughts, deeper and softer than I’d heard it before. “Ramona had to leave due to Blunt’s rumours. When I got out of prison, Kingfisher and I had to leave Cherokee Country for good. So we set up home here in the mountain, away from everybody, whites and Cherokees alike, but close enough for Kingfisher to have some knowledge of her land and people.” After a pause, he turned his attention to his bowl of stew.

      A question remained burning on my mind, but did I dare to ask it? I cleared my throat and, in a voice rather smaller than my usual, said, “I still don’t understand why Ramona had to leave.”

      The hand holding the spoon he had just lifted to his mouth dropped back down into his bowl. His whiskery jaw twitched a minute before he answered gruffly, “Because she had to.”

      I didn’t dare ask any more questions about Ramona after that. Oh, I had plenty more coming, but at that moment, there were more pressing matters than the Uktena Stone … even more pressing than getting home.

      I sat quietly and waited for the mountain man to finish his stew. Only when he’d set down the bowl and wiped his mouth across the back of his arm did I dare to ask one and only one question. “So I was wondering … Seeing as we’ve got the same enemy, will you help me?”
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      Jim Weaver didn’t answer for what felt like a long time. He seemed to be struggling with himself as he sat there, puffing his pipe and blowing smoke rings. Meanwhile, all I could think was how Imogen was out there at that very moment, no doubt scared out of her wits. The shadows in the cabin grew longer as the sun sank below the windowsill. I couldn’t wait much longer.

      A glance at Ka-Ti told me that she too was holding her breath to see what her father would say.

      “Right.” Both Ka-Ti and I jumped slightly when Jim Weaver spoke, breaking the silent tension. “Here’s the thing, Miss Fire-Hair.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his muscular thighs. “This mountain? This is my kingdom. If your cousin’s captors are anywhere near my mountain, I’ll help you track ‘em. If they’ve gone on further, which I doubt since you said they was drunk, but if they have, then I’ll set you on course, give you rations, weapons, whatever you need, but then yer on yer own.”

      My heart sank, taking my ability to speak with it. I could only manage to stutter, “But … Blunt … how could you … everyone in Nickajack …?”

      He stood up, towering over me again. “Because, Miss Fire-Hair, helpin’ people never helped me or the people I care about.” He stomped over to the window and looked out with his back to me, bracing himself with one forearm against the wall. “I don’t like what Blunt’s doin’ any more’n you do. But it ain’t my fight.”

      “But how can you say that when he did the exact same thing to you?”

      He frowned over his shoulder. “I told ya. What he done to me … it’s in the past. It don’t constitute nothin’ anymore. I can’t undo it. I can’t change what’s happened.”

      “But you can make a difference to what will happen,” I said, pleading for him to hear me out. “The past doesn’t just disappear, you know. You can’t run from it and hide away up in your mountain forever.”

      He turned around to face me, then slowly circled around the bed. His eyes narrowed so he looked dangerous again. “What do you know about the past? You’re just a little girl. You don’t know nothin’ about losin’ people you love. Well, let me tell you somthin’.” He leaned so close, I could smell the tobacco on his breath. “If yer past ever comes a hauntin’ you, you’ll wanna run and hide from it too.”

      As he stomped away, I called after him, “Is that what Ramona would want? To know you were spending your life a coward?” His footsteps stopped. My bones froze. Ka-Ti’s eyes closed in her seat beside me. I had done it now. I’d gone too far, and Old Grizzly would throw me out and leave me to the wild animals and Black Fox. I waited for the rage to break loose, but it didn’t. A second later, I heard the cabin door open and swing shut again.

      

      I pulled on my moccasins and got to my feet to fix my quiver over my shoulder. Even real bears could be tamed into doing circus tricks, but trying to persuade Old Grizzly to do anything was like trying to move a mountain. I had made up my mind the minute he’d walked out of the cabin — I was going alone, and I was leaving tonight. How could I stay another second when people I cared about were out there in danger?

      I gathered up the last of my belongings and walked out of the cabin onto the front porch. Ka-Ti was standing there with a shawl wrapped around her shoulders and a lantern in her hand.

      “I need to get to my horse,” I said so Old Grizzly could hear me from where he stood sulking in the shadows of the trees.

      “And just where d’ya think you’re goin’?” he challenged, folding his arms.

      “To find my cousin, then do whatever it takes to rescue Wattie.”

      “Look at you!” he waved his hand and laughed once. “You’ve still got a bandage on yer head. You mighta got lucky with Black Fox, but don’t go gettin’ cocky and think you can take on a whole army of full grown men with that little gun of yers.”

      “Well I have to do something,” I said angrily. “They would do the same for me.”

      But it was hopeless. Old Grizzly stood there shaking his head when a voice beside me, soft as the wind, spoke up. “I will go with her.”

      Old Grizzly’s mouth fell open, and I looked at Ka-Ti with amazement as she put her arm around my shoulder. “She is right, Pa. Wattie would do the same for us.”

      The mountain man’s mouth opened and closed several times. He sniffed and turned his head away, wiping his eyes on his sleeve before walking up onto the porch. But in the lantern light, streaks of tears glistened on his cheeks as he looked down at his daughter. “I knew you had a voice, my Kingfisher.” He cupped her face in his big, rough hand, then heaved a sigh and said, “What’re we waitin’ fer? We best be gatherin’ up some supplies.”

      Ka-Ti’s face broke into a smile. She threw her arms around her father’s waist as he patted her hair, then hurried into the cabin.

      Old Grizzly watched her go. “I never thought I’d hear her again,” he said, almost to himself. “She ain’t spoke a word since her momma left.” He turned to me. “You were right, what you said back there. This ain’t what Ramona would want, me sittin’ up here, keepin’ Kingfisher locked up in a cage when she’s got wings that need spreadin’.” He walked over to a wooden trunk beside the door and squatted down to rummage through it.

      I bit my lip, hoping what I was about to say wouldn’t sound too … hollow. “I do know a little about the past … and losing people. My best friend … she’s … well ….” I couldn’t say it, not only because I didn’t want to admit it. It still didn’t feel true.

      Jim Weaver stopped rummaging. He was watching me thoughtfully, bent down beside the trunk. “She’s part of your past?” he finished for me.

      I nodded.

      He got up and sat on the corner of the trunk, scratching his whiskery chin. “There’s an old Cherokee sayin’, goes somethin’ like ‘Don’t let yesterdy use up too much of today.’ You were right, what you said about hidin’ from the past. I reckon it’s comin’ with us whether we like it or not. But you can’t live there. You gotta keep on keepin’ on.”

      I let the words turn over in my mind as he unrolled a large animal skin and started laying objects on it from the trunk, one by one.

      “Maybe,” I hesitated. “Maybe if the truth comes out about Blunt, things could be different for you and Ka-Ti. Better than they are now.”

      He started rolling up the skin with all the objects inside it. “Could be I’ll wind up back in jail.” He laughed a dry laugh as he tied some twine around the rolled-up knapsack. “But as for Kingfisher ….” He turned his eyes toward the cabin where Ka-Ti was busily packing up food. I could hear her singing happily as she worked. “Will McKay’s been a good friend to her. Her only friend, up ’til you came along. Could be if I go to prison … or worse… his folks’ll take her in again. Maybe one day she’ll be one of the family. Things could be better for my girl.”

      Just then, Ka-Ti appeared in the doorway. She had changed out of her skirt into deerskin breeches and braided her long hair. She had a bundle tied to her back and a smile on her face.

      Jim Weaver stood up and looked me up and down, as if just seeing me for the first time. “You don’t mean to go trackin’ kidnappers and rescuin’ people in a dress?”

      I looked down at the filthy, tattered dress Ulma had given me what felt like ages ago. “Well I’d rather not, but I don’t have much choice. This is all I’ve got.”

      He shook his head. “Kingfisher, get this girl some decent trackin’ clothes. Then let’s get huntin’.”
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      The grey horse greeted me with a friendly whinny.

      “What do you call him?” Ka-Ti asked above a whisper as she stroked the nose of her beautiful black-and-white paint horse.

      “I don’t know what Lieutenant Lovegood calls him, but I suppose I should think of something.” I looked into the horse’s eye, trying to get inspiration for a name. “What should I call you?” I mumbled.

      “How ‘bout callin’ him Giddyup?” the mountain man grumbled as he threw a blanket over his big, buckskin stallion’s back. “This ain’t no pony show. We got work to do.”

      Ka-Ti and I exchanged a look, both of us trying not to smile. Ever since Jim Weaver had agreed to lead this rescue mission, he seemed as eager to get going as if it’d been his idea.

      The other two mounted their horses. I swung myself up onto the still nameless grey horse, grateful for the soft deerskin breeches Ka-Ti had loaned me. Then, with Jim in the lead, me in the middle and Ka-Ti in the rear, we trotted out of the small paddock at the base of Raccoon Mountain and into the almost pitch-black forest.

      In the dark, my senses sprang to alert. The forest was wide awake. I could hear the river gurgling and lapping the rocks in the distance, an owl’s hoo hoo ho HOO in the treetops, a toad’s croak, some small creature scurrying through the underbrush, and all the while the gentle, steady fall of the three horses’ hooves.

      Every now and again, I would hear Jim’s horse slowing pace just before his hand shot up for us to halt. Then he’d jump down and spend any number of minutes walking in circles, sniffing plants, getting right down on his knees to examine the dirt in a tiny patch of moonlight. Eventually, he’d mount his horse again and carry on confidently, as if the forest had told him exactly what he needed to know.

      It went on for ages like this, stopping and starting, nobody speaking. I was beginning to find it extremely challenging to hold up my drooping eyelids. Gravity seemed to have a hold on my head too. It kept dipping to one shoulder, then jerking back up with a painful throb. Just when I thought I couldn’t fight it any longer, Jim turned his horse to a new trail down a steep hill through the trees. At the bottom, rippling like a giant black snake, was the river. He rode right down the bank until his horse’s front legs stood ankle deep in the water, then jumped down and went straight to inspecting the ground again. Out from under the trees, I could see his outline, lit up blue in the moonlight, as he stood, gazed out over the water, nodded and turned back. This time he didn’t mount his horse but waved for us to dismount and join him on the river’s edge.

      “What do you see?” I whispered, squinting into the darkness.

      He pointed to the opposite bank of the river towards a flickering light.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Ain’t you never seen a fire before?” Jim unstrapped the rolled-up animal skin and heaved it off the horse’s back. He laid it on the ground and rolled it out. Taking two little pewter cups, he handed one to me and the other to Ka-Ti. “Get yerselves some water, and water them horses too.”

      I took the cup, but stood there for a second, feeling confused. “But what about the fire? Do you think it’s them?”

      He sat back on his heels and wiped his brow. “Only one way to find out, and you leave that to me. Now drink up.”

      We all filled our cups in the river. I splashed my face with the icy water so I was wide awake. Then Ka-Ti passed around the dried meat and apples. We fed the horses the apples and sat around tearing off chewy bites of meat in silence. Jim finished long before the two of us and got up. Before I knew it, he’d pulled off his rifle, hat, deerskin coat and set to pulling off his boots. I looked at Ka-Ti. She was watching her father too with a worried expression.

      “You gals should get some rest,” Jim whispered, laying the things he’d just shed on a rock. “I’ll be back before first light.”

      “But where—” I began.

      “Can’t wait for sunup to find out if them there’s the scum that snatched yer cousin, now can we?” And before I could answer, he waded out into the river and disappeared under the surface.

      I looked at Ka-Ti again, speechless.

      She gave a small smile back, but her eyebrows gave away that she was anxious. She took blankets from her horse’s back and gave me one, then found a nook between two rocks and curled up in her own. I laid out my blanket and curled up inside it.

      I had been aching to sleep for hours, but now I couldn’t do it. With every little gurgle or splash, my eyes opened to see if it was Jim coming up out of the river to say whether he’d found Imogen on the other side. What if they didn’t have her anymore? Or she was hurt? What if it wasn’t the peddlers at all, but some of Blunt’s men out looking for me? If they caught Jim … I refused to finish the thought. I just lay there and listened.

      Somehow or other, I must’ve dozed off. The next thing I knew was the sound of the mountain man’s deep gravelly voice. I opened my eyes and rolled over. The world had that dim, misty greyness of first light, and I could make out much more of our surroundings now. Ka-Ti was putting a blanket over her father’s shoulders. I sat up as he walked over to my mat and sat down on a stone, dripping wet. He didn’t immediately speak. He was busy fumbling with a little leather pouch which I soon realised was his pipe bag. It took him a minute to light it up, his hands were shaking so much, but he managed and took several long draughts while I waited, holding my breath, for the news.

      “Yer cousin.” His teeth rattled. “Has she got kinda yeller and brown hair, ‘bout so long?” He touched the side of his shoulder.

      “Yes. Yes, that’s Imogen!” I was on my feet in a flash. “Is she ok? Did she look all right? They didn’t see you, did they?” My heart was racing. I stared with all my might across the river as if I could see Imogen for myself.

      “Just hold yer horses there, Miss Fire-Hair. She looks just fine, as far as I could tell in the dark. In fact, I think she heard me creepin’ up on ‘em. Looked sceered to death, but she was the only one awake, hands and feet all tied up while th’other four all slept flat out. Bunch of bottles of moonshine lying ‘round the campfire, so I reckon they won’t be too quick gettin’ up this mornin’.” He stood, throwing the blanket off his shoulders. “Still, we ain’t got no time to lose sittin’ here.”

      “How’re we gonna get her across the river?” I asked. After all the Uktena stories, I felt pretty sure Imogen would rather suffer her kidnappers than brave swimming across those murky waters.

      “They got a canoe over there. Looks like a Cherokee dugout.”

      My eyes popped. “That’s Grasshopper’s canoe. So the peddlers stole that too …,”

      “Peddlers? More like professional thieves.” He was rolling up the animal skin again with everything inside it. “I’d be willin’ to bet my horse those men are workin’ for Blunt.”

      I frowned. “They had a whole wagon full of Cherokee goods. Probably payment for doing Blunt’s dirty work.”

      Jim grunted, then got to his feet and looked at me as if he were sizing me up. “You any kind a swimmer?”

      I glanced at the river and gulped, remembering the shock of icy water on my face. “I can swim all right.”

      “Then here’s the plan.”

      By the time he’d finished explaining, I was already shivering with the anticipation of what I had to do, but determined to grit my teeth and go through with it. I took off my moccasins, my quiver and hip pouch, bundled them up in one of the blankets and handed the bundle to Ka-Ti. She braced my arm and looked into my eyes, a look that said all the encouragement I needed.

      Jim was already up to his knees in the river, waiting for me. I stepped lightly over the smooth, cold river rocks and dipped my first foot into the water. A rush of ice travelled up my veins, right to the top of my head, but I bit my lip, determined not to gasp. Jim nodded to Ka-Ti, then turned and shrank into the water until only his head floated on the surface. I closed my eyes, took a staggered breath and walked forward.

      It was like hundreds of needles prickling my skin all at once. My throat closed off, but I took short, quick breaths through my nose until at last my body was submerged. My toes just touched the slimy river bottom. I inched forward, my arms circling in a frog-like stroke. By the middle of the river, I’d almost got used to the cold. Jim was waiting just beyond.

      “Now remember, you take this knife and cut yer cousin free. Get her into that canoe without so much as a sneeze. Then wait for me.” I nodded and followed him as he slowly, silently raised himself out of the water and crept, crouched low, up the bank. He stretched his head up, had a look around, and waved me to go forward. The idea was that Imogen would be less likely to scream out if she saw me first. At least I hoped, after all she’d been through, she still had enough sense to stay quiet.

      I took the knife from his hand and forced my frozen fingers around its handle, then crept up the bank, squatting low as he had done. When I reached level ground, it was just as Jim had said. The men lay around the smoking fire snoring, their mouths hanging open, arms flung in every direction. Smashed glass and half-empty bottles were everywhere. My eyes travelled just beyond the mess.

      There she was, tied to a tree with her head slumped down on her chest, fast asleep. Carefully stepping over chunks of glass, I reached the tree, lowered the knife and laid my icy hand on Imogen’s bare arm.

      With a gasp, she lifted her head. She blinked wide eyes, but I didn’t need to hush her. The peddlers had already seen to that by tying a gag in her mouth. As I picked up the knife and started carving away at her ropes, I glanced up to see silent tears streaming down Imogen’s cheeks. I squeezed one of the hands I had just freed and smiled at her, trying to convey the silent encouragement Ka-Ti had given me at the river.

      As soon as I got the gag off, waterfalls started pouring from Imogen’s eyes. I helped her up to her feet, and, hand in hand, we tip-toe ran around the sleeping thieves and climbed down the bank. Jim Weaver, crouched down just out of sight, gave me a wink as we reached the canoe and disappeared up the bank. Imogen climbed into the canoe, and I pushed it halfway out before climbing in after her.

      We held each other’s hands, waiting, listening, Imogen still crying silent rivers. A second later, Jim slid down the bank with his arms full. He quietly dumped what I then recognised as four pairs of boots and a couple of shotguns into the canoe. Jim winked again as he pushed us off and jumped in. Within minutes, we had paddled down river, out of sight of the peddlers’ camp.
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      It was a wonderful sight that rose up out of the mist in front of us: Ka-Ti standing out on a rock with the three horses to greet us. We banked the canoe in a little pool just before the river took a plunge over a small cataract. The whoosh and crash of the rapids below drowned out all other sounds — the very reason Jim had chosen that spot for our rendezvous.

      As soon as our feet touched the ground, Ka-Ti was there, draping blankets over Imogen’s and my shoulders. She motioned for us to follow her a little climb up the rocks from the waterfall where she’d set up camp on a flat shoal. Already she’d a built fire and over it, a little teepee structure made of sticks from which a kettle hung.

      After I’d pulled on a pair of dry breeches and a fresh tunic, I sat down crosslegged beside Imogen near the fire and happily took the mug of steaming tea Ka-Ti offered me. The warmth of the flames on my face and the tea going down my throat felt like magic, thawing me right down to my frozen bones.

      As Ka-Ti took a basket and wandered off into the trees, probably to gather nuts, I glanced at Imogen. Ka-Ti had given her a dry, clean cotton dress in exchange for her tattered, mud-splattered one, put ointment on Imogen’s arms where the ropes had rubbed them raw, and put her hair up in a tidy braid like Ka-Ti’s own hair. She looked like a new person, though her eyes were still a little puffy as she sat sipping her tea, staring into the fire in a far-off way. I didn’t know quite how to begin saying the things I’d been mulling over ever since she’d disappeared.

      “How’s your ankle?” I began casually. “I guess you lost the crutch Wattie made you.”

      She pulled her skirt up a few inches and wiggled her foot. “Hardly hurts anymore. I almost forgot about it while I was being dragged around behind that wagon full of weirdness.”

      I snickered. “I’m glad it’s better and … and I’m really glad you’re ok, Immy. I could never have forgiven myself if something had happened to you.”

      She turned to look at me, but with a very different look in her eyes than I’d seen before. “It wasn’t your fault, you know.” Tears were welling up in her eyes again. “I’m surprised you even came after me, after the way I ran off on you like that, even after you’d warned me. I totally asked for this.”

      I opened my mouth to contradict her, but she carried on. “It’s not an excuse for the way I acted, but I hope you know I only did it because I was so scared and … and angry.”

      “I don’t blame you for being scared,” I said. “This whole thing is … well … really scary. But why were you angry?”

      Imogen wiped her eyes with the corner of her blanket and stared down into her mug. “I guess it was because I was kind of jealous.”

      “Jealous?” I was gob-stopped. “Jealous of who?”

      “Of you,” she said as if it was obvious. “You seem to be getting along fine, like you belong here. Why does it have to be so much harder for me?”

      “It’s been hard for me too,” I insisted. “I’ve just gotten good at hiding it, I guess.”

      She was shaking her head. “The truth is, as much as I’ve been wanting you to find a way home, I’ve been starting to realise that I don’t belong there either. That’s what made me so angry. I don’t belong anywhere or in any time.” Two giant tears plopped into her tea.

      “What do you mean you don’t belong at home? Your parents—”

      “My parents are way too busy to care about me. I mean, they care that I nearly failed my first year of secondary school, but—”

      “Nearly failed?” I hadn’t meant to sound so surprised. “But you’ve always made top grades. That’s how you got into that really good school.”

      “Yea, well, I guess I didn’t work hard enough once I got in. I just felt really … really lonely at boarding school. And even in the holidays, my mum and dad would rather hire private tutors and send me to see a shrink, when all I want is just to spend some time together as a family… like your family.”

      For the first time, I was beginning to see beneath the shiny surface of Imogen’s perfect life. “I guess that’s why you weren’t very excited about coming to America for autumn break,” I muttered.

      She sniffed and swivelled her mug. “I knew the only reason they sent me was because… they thought you’d be a good influence.”

      “Me?” I felt like I’d just been smashed with a wrecking ball of guilt.

      “Oh, you know. Mum and Dad are always saying things like ‘Why can’t you be more like your cousin? She doesn’t get into trouble.’”

      “But that’s not true,” I protested. “I make mistakes all the time. Like the way I’ve been a selfish, terrible cousin to you ever since you got here.”

      She shook her head. “You haven’t been. And none of that matters now, anyway. I just want to see them again.”

      “You will,” I said, looking straight into her watery eyes. “We’ll find a way together, and when we get back, things are going to be better.”

      We hugged, sloshing tea on my dry pair of breeches. It didn’t even matter. I felt lighter than I had in days. With a gasp, I released her. “Im, you do belong here!”

      “You’re just being nice.”

      “No, I’m not.” I smacked myself on the forehead. “I can’t believe I forgot.”

      “Forgot what?”

      “You have to see this.” I scrambled over to the heap of clothes where my quiver rested on top, pulled out the leather folder and brought it back to Imogen. “Now brace yourself,” I said as I turned open to the painting of the two of us side by side.

      She stared at the painting as I explained how I’d thought there was only the one painting of me, then how I’d accidentally found the others after she’d been taken by the peddlers.

      “I don’t understand what this means,” Imogen said, her eyes still transfixed on the picture.

      “It means Ramona knew we’d be here. We were meant to be here together.”

      “But how did she know? And how did she mean for us to get back? Have you asked them?”

      “I’ve been a little distracted rescuing you,” I admitted. “But I did ask about the stone, and I was wrong. Ramona didn’t take it. It’s got nothing to do with her magic.”

      “But if Ramona painted those horses in the cave, then she has to come back some time. I mean, the painting isn’t there yet, right? Don’t they have any idea where she is?”

      I shook my head. “Wattie told me that Ramona might’ve run off with the stone so that Black Fox would leave Jim and Ka-Ti alone. But Jim swears she didn’t take it, and I believe him.”

      Imogen scrunched up her face, thinking. “Still, if Black Fox thought Jim had taken it, Ramona might have pretended to take it away just to throw Black Fox off the scent.”

      I looked at Imogen, impressed by the sleuth skills I never knew she had. “Yea, I suppose she might’ve done that. In which case, the stone is still out there somewhere.”

      Imogen’s eyes grew wide. “Maybe if we could find it, she could come back.” She frowned. “Only, how would she know, even if we did find it? I mean, it’s not like we can send her an email.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, and my eyes dropped to the painting of Imogen and me. “Maybe the same way she knew about us, even though we’ve never met her. Maybe she’ll just know.”

      Imogen made a face to warn me that Jim was approaching.  With a grunt, he lowered himself onto a stump beside the fire, took out his knife and started picking at his fingernails with the tip of it. We watched him, neither of us speaking.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked, holding his hands out to the flames. “Wildcat caught yer tongues?” When neither of us said anything, Jim tried a more direct approach. “What’s yer name again? I-ma-jeen?”

      “It’s Imogen,” she corrected.

      Jim tried again. “Eem-o-gin?”

      “Oh, never mind. Just call me Dilli. All the others do.”

      “Dilli?” Jim scratched his head and chuckled to himself. “Well it’s easier to say, I’ll give you that. Well now, Dilli, I don’t reckon you happened to overhear anything interestin’ from them thugs while they was draggin’ you around?”

      Imogen knitted her eyebrows, thinking back. “They talked a lot about Governor Blunt.”

      “Go on.” Jim was all ears.

      “He’s been paying them to steal things from the Cherokee. Like horses,” she said, giving me a meaningful look. “Oh, and something about a treaty Blunt is making. They said they’d get the rest of their pay day after tomorrow once the Governor made the deal … that they’d get first pick of the land.”

      “Blunt’s Town,” I said at once.

      Both Imogen and Jim looked at me.

      I got up, ran to the grey horse and found the rolled-up map I’d stuffed into his saddle bag. “Here,” I said, handing it to Jim. “I found this in Blunt’s mansion. I forgot to show you.”

      Jim unrolled the map and scratched his chin. “Well I’ll be …”

      “Blunt’s making a treaty with Black Fox,” I told Imogen. “That’s why he got so flustered when you mentioned his name. He’s buying Nickajack illegally.”

      Imogen looked outraged, then perplexed. “How do you know all this, Katie?”

      “Long story,” I said, and explained briefly how I’d followed the officers who had taken Wattie, then sneaked into the Governor’s mansion and spied on his conversation with Lovegood.

      “How’d you get away without being caught?” she asked in a mix of amazement and horror.

      “I … uh …”

      Jim answered for me. “She rode off on Lovegood’s horse. That one, right there.” He nodded at the grey horse and clapped his hands together.

      Imogen’s face had gone from horrified to impressed. “Katie! Now you’re a horse thief!”

      I shrugged. “Only in the Robin Hood sense of the word.”

      “There’s a fittin’ name for that horse,” Jim hollered. “Why don’t you call him Robin Hood?”

      We all laughed for one golden moment. Ka-Ti returned with her basket and put her arm over her father’s broad shoulders.

      But Jim quickly steered the conversation back to deep waters. “There’s somethin’ about this whole treaty story that don’t sit right. I know Black Fox. He’s as red-blooded a Cherokee warrior as ever you’ll meet. I just can’t see him sellin’ his people’s land to a man like Blunt.”

      Something Wattie had said leapt to mind. “Unless Blunt had something Black Fox really wanted.”

      “Like what?” Imogen asked.

      “Wattie told me he’d do anything for the Uktena Stone. Even kill for it.” I glanced at Jim, whose eyes were fixed on the fire. “What if that’s what Blunt is bargaining with? The stone for the land?”

      “I always suspected Blunt had the stone,” Jim said at last. He sounded as if he was only just controlling the angry grizzly bear inside of him. “He didn’t just accuse me of stealing it. He arranged the whole thing. But he’s gonna reap what he’s sown.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Just wait ’til Black Fox gets his hands on that Uktena Stone. He believes it’ll make him invincible, and his gang of followers’ll believe it too. He’ll make himself Chief and lead his warriors in a war against the settlers, you mark my words.” He shook his head. “Blunt don’t have the slightest idea of what he’s getting himself in for. You pick a snake up by its tail, and the other end’s bound to bite you.”

      “If we could just find that stone, we could put a stop to this,” I said, jumping to my feet. “Without the stone, Blunt has nothing to bargain with.”

      Jim was shaking his head. “Gal, you done been in that cold water too long. Don’t you know that ol’ chunk of rock could be anywhere? Why, it could be in Blunt’s pocket.”

      I sank back down beside Imogen again, but she was looking at me with a strange light in her eyes. “Of course!” she said, almost laughing. “Katie, we know where it is! Don’t you remember the first time we ever encountered Black Fox?”

      I shivered. “How could I forget?” I grabbed Imogen’s arm. “Oh! The cave! Of course.”

      In a rush of excitement, Imogen and I told Jim what we had overheard between Black Fox and the guard that first terrifying night in the cave.

      “Where was this cave?” asked Jim.

      We looked at each other, both trying to remember some useful point of reference.

      “Somewhere near the Federal Road?” I offered.

      “And it’s behind a waterfall,” Imogen added.

      To our amazement, Jim gave a sharp nod. “I know the place.” He stood up and, thrusting his knife back into its sheath, said, “Drink up, gals. We’re goin’ on a treasure hunt.”
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      “But what about rescuing Wattie?” I murmured to Jim as we dismounted our horses. I was beginning to worry about what Blunt might do to him when he learned we’d foiled his plans.

      “We get that stone first,” Jim answered. “Then we got somethin’ to bargain with.”

      We tied the horses a little way off and followed Jim on foot up a steep, winding path through the woods.

      “That’s the entrance to the cave just there.” He was nodding towards the other side of the ravine we’d been hiking along where, sure enough in the rock face, almost hidden behind the rhododendron bushes, was the black outline of a cave opening. When we got closer, Jim lit a couple of lanterns and handed one to Ka-Ti.  Then he ducked his head and disappeared into the dark sliver in the mountainside. Jim led the way, Imogen and I following after him and Ka-Ti taking up the rear, holding her lantern up to cast a beam of light on the steps just ahead of us.

      I could never have imagined what strange worlds exist in the belly of a mountain. The lantern lights lit up walls and a ceiling that looked like dripping wax. Sometimes we had to squeeze around a corkscrew pillar of the waxy stone or duck under a great blob of it like a giant bee hive, or step over little streams that cut across the slippery floor and disappeared down mysterious holes.

      Imogen grabbed on to the back of my tunic as we squeezed past a particularly narrow gap, shuffling sideways as the walls almost touched each other, then opened out again. Then the ceiling came down to meet the floor like the two halves of a hamburger bun, and we had to drop to our hands and knees and crawl across the clammy surface. The tightness made me feel as if I were choking. I closed my eyes, breathing slowly and forcing myself to imagine that I was in a vast, open cavern. When I heard the sound of rushing water, I opened my eyes and my imagination had come true.

      Jim’s lantern swung in his raised hand, shooting beams of light in every direction of the enormous room that was as wide as a circus tent and as tall as a cathedral. My jaw dropped as I got to my feet, my head tilting back to take in the waterfall spilling from the rock ceiling down into a clear pool.

      “Wow,” Imogen breathed when she’d got to her feet beside me, followed by Ka-Ti.

      “Heh. So this is where Blunt hoards his loot. Ain’t he a right magpie?” Jim said, walking a circle around the cave.

      Only then did I take my eyes off the waterfall to notice the dozens and dozens of crates and barrels littering the cave floor. Jim rifled through them, picking up a beaded belt here, tossing aside some cloth there. It dawned on me that these must be the stolen treasures of countless Cherokee villages along the Tennessee River.

      “But the stone could be anywhere,” Imogen said despondently as she half-heartedly started searching through a crate of knick-knacks.

      “Miss Fire-Hair, Dilli, you two take my lantern and start huntin’ on that side.” Jim pointed to the opposite side of the cave as he handed me the lantern. “Me and Kingfisher’ll start over here. Look for smaller boxes first. I don’t reckon even Blunt would just toss the stone into a crate of petticoats.”

      Imogen and I searched every small box, basket or pouch we could find. We found silver earrings, beaded necklaces and even a purse made out of a bear’s paw, but no stone.

      I sat back on my heels and scratched my nose – I’d just been sifting through a basket of feathery headdresses. “I feel like we’re wasting time, looking in all this stuff.”

      Imogen tossed a pair of moccasins aside. “You mean you don’t think the stone is even in here?”

      I chewed on my lip. “It has to be in here. At least it was when Black Fox came sniffing for it, or why else would the guard have turned him away? It just seems like it would be hidden somewhere all on its own. Somewhere special.”

      As if drawn by a magnet, my head and Imogen’s both turned at that second towards the waterfall.

      “Can’t hurt to try,” Imogen said. “We do tend to find interesting and unexpected things behind waterfalls.”

      Together we meandered through the maze of stolen goods until we came to the pool fed by the waterfall. We walked gingerly around the slippery edge, grabbing hold of the cave wall as soon as we reached it. I held up the lantern, making a sparkling mist appear before our eyes. But what else appeared were stones, smooth and flat, spaced out across the pool leading behind the waterfall. Stepping stones.

      It was slow work, hopping from stone to slippery stone. I went first, turning to shine the lantern for Imogen each time before going on. Twelve stones later, I could feel the shower of mist wetting my face and hair. We were nearly under the waterfall. With the next leap, I landed on a stone floor. Grabbing Imogen’s hand as she leaped behind the waterfall, I held up the lantern.

      We were in the belly of a colourful alcove. Yellow stalactites dripped down like weird, waxy chandeliers from the domed ceiling. A sort of stone shelf jutted out in the middle of the alcove. We tiptoed closer, light held high. There on the shelf was a single, smooth oval stone. It glistened green and pearly white in the light, and when I leaned in closer, I could make out the spiral design etched into its surface: a snake.

      I didn’t lay a finger on the stone until Jim and Ka-Ti came to see it for themselves.

      “Is that it?” Imogen looked at Jim, whose eyes were glued to the thing with a grim expression.

      Without ungluing them, he nodded. “That’s the little rock that cost me everything I had.” With that, he reached out and grabbed the stone with a vengeance, then slipped it into the pouch at his hip. “Let’s get outta here.” He stepped across the stones again, the rest of us following him.

      I brought up the rear and had just reached the last step when a voice echoed around the cavern walls.

      “WHAT’S GOIN’ ON IN THERE?”

      Jim turned and ordered, “PUT THAT LIGHT OUT AND TAKE COVER!” I put out my lantern just as Jim put out his. The cave went black as we scattered like mice. I felt Imogen whip past me just as I ducked down behind a box.

      The pitch blackness lasted only for a second before another light flickered in another passageway on the opposite side of the cave. It grew larger and brighter as a guard scurried into view, his lantern in one hand, a pistol in the other.

      I ducked a little lower as he held up his lamp, swinging it this way and that. It stopped. My heart stood still as I looked down its beam. It had landed on Imogen’s foot just as she’d pulled it in behind her barrel. I watched, horrified, as the guard set down his lantern and took aim with his pistol at the barrel behind which Imogen lay huddled, unaware she’d been seen. Where was Jim?

      Then I saw him. Jim’s hulking figure rose up from behind a pile of crates behind the guard’s back. Just as the guard cocked the pistol, Jim threw something hard and round at him. It caught the man in the shoulder. He hollered and spun around, ready to shoot at Jim.

      I jumped out from behind my box. “OVER HERE!” I shouted.

      The guard swung the gun around to point it at me, and at the same time Jim ran up behind him and threw his muscular forearm around the man’s neck in a chokehold, while another hand reached around and grabbed the pistol. The guard kicked his lantern in the struggle and, in an instant of shattering glass, all light went out followed by a deafening Bang! that made the cave walls and floor shudder. I dropped to the ground and covered my head with my arms as bits of rock and sharp stalactites crumbled and plummeted from the cave’s ceiling.

      For a minute, I was deaf and blind, groping around on my hands and knees, terrified to learn what had happened when the gun went off. With a sharp breath, I pulled my hand back in pain – I must’ve cut it on a piece of broken lantern glass ― but as I did, my fingers brushed over something smooth and round. Getting shakily to my feet, I slipped the object into my pocket. A sound, like faint grunting, made me stop and listen.

      A second later, there was the unmistakable sound of a match striking and, blinking into the lamp light, I could make out Jim Weaver’s broad shoulders. He had the guard pinned to the ground with his knee and the man’s hands bound up with rope.

      “I lost the stone, but I caught us a rat,” Jim said. His lip was bleeding.

      “Katie, you’re insane.” Imogen appeared from behind her hiding spot. “You nearly got yourself―”

      A chunk of the rock the size of a tombstone landed about an arm’s length from where Imogen stood, crushing several barrels and sending shock waves through the room.

      “Y’all RUN!” Jim yelled, but he didn’t have to tell us twice. As more chunks of stone thundered down from above, we bolted for the passageway on the other side. Jim and his captive stood at the doorway waiting as Imogen, then Ka-Ti, then I made it through. We didn’t stop, but ran through the blackness, hands out to feel the way forward. I’d got about ten strides in when I heard a yell behind me that could only mean pain.

      “Stop!” I screamed into the darkness ahead of me. “Jim’s hurt!”

      I heard Ka-Ti’s and Imogen’s heavy breathing beside me.

      “Pa!” Ka-Ti panted, moving past me.

      “Ya’ll get outta here!” Jim growled. But none of us listened. Imogen took the prisoner’s rope — he was too scared to put up a fight — while Ka-Ti and I each grabbed Jim under an armpit and dragged, dragged until I was sure my face had turned blue, dragged until the passage started to lighten.

      “There’s the way out!” Imogen called from the front. And with another few heavy steps, we were dragging Jim right out into the daylight. Ka-Ti and I stumbled to our knees, exhausted, but she didn’t even catch her breath before taking the bandana she wore around her arm and tying it around her father’s leg where the deerskin had been soaked through with blood. She took a flask from her jacket and gave it to him to drink.

      Jim took a swig and winced. “You gals ain’t too good at followin’ orders,” he grunted.

      None of us apologised.

      

      Jim’s leg was badly hurt. There was no doubt about it. We had come out of the mountain into the open alcove behind the enormous waterfall that Imogen and I had now visited three times. After scouting the place for any more guards and finding it deserted, we propped Jim up against the stone wall and tied our prisoner to a root that had wormed its way through the rock. Once Ka-Ti had tended to all of our scratches, even the prisoner’s, we washed our hands and faces in the runoff from the waterfall and plopped down, exhausted.

      It was Imogen who asked the question I’m pretty sure we’d all been thinking: “Now what?”

      Nobody answered. Then Jim shook his head. “Without that stone, I reckon our hands are ‘bout as tied as that fella’s over there.” He nodded his head towards the militia man who hadn’t made a peep since the shock of his narrow escape from the cave.

      A faint recollection, like a fading memory of a dream, came into my head. “Wait a second …” I reached my hand into my hip pouch and pulled out the object I’d found in the dark. The stone glistened green and pearly white in my hand.

      “Well I’ll be …” Jim clicked his tongue. “I’d take my hat off to you if I hadn’t lost it in that there avalanche.”
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      Imogen and I sat crosslegged on the ground, chewing on some dried meat from the guard’s rations we’d found in the alcove and tried with all our might to think. Time was running out fast, and now with Jim unable to move, our options for rescuing Wattie and stopping Blunt before daybreak were looking pretty slim.

      And now it was all down to me and Imogen … and Ka-Ti, of course. Though she had her hands full looking after injuries. As we tried to think of a plan, she was busy about her work with such focus that she almost looked like she was in another world. I watched her as she filled several clay pots she’d found in the alcove with water from a little stream that ran down the rock and carried them back to the deepest part of the alcove. There she took tiny bottles from her bag and shook some sort of powdery stuff from them into the water, then stirred it with a stick. I wanted to ask her what she was doing. Probably mixing some kind of Cherokee medicine, I thought. As I watched her, something niggled at my memory …

      “How long do you think we have?” Imogen’s question jolted me back into the important conversation of what we were to do.

      Jim squinted at the patch of sky that was just visible between the waterfall and the rock. “I reckon it’s about noon already.  Governor’s treaty signin’ is set for daybreak, so that means …”

      “Probably between fifteen and sixteen hours, assuming the sun rises around six o’clock in the morning.”

      I stared at Imogen.

      “What?” She shrugged. “It’s just simple maths.”

      I turned back to Jim, who was trying to hide the fact that he was still wincing from pain by pretending to itch his nose. “But we have the stone,” I said hopefully. “Black Fox will never sign the treaty without the stone.”

      Jim took a sharp breath. “That’s prob’ly true, but what’s to stop him shootin’ us and takin’ it? Last I heard, Black Fox has got good reason to be sore with you, Miss Fire-Hair. Prob’ly got a welt in his neck the size of a groundhog’s mound to remind him.”

      “Then we hide it,” Imogen said, raising her open palms in a ‘what’s the big deal’ sort of way.

      “Huh,” Jim shook his head. “You could hide it, sure. But Blunt’ll just find another bargainin’ tool. It won’t stop him from makin’ life difficult for the Cherokees. And if you hadn’t noticed, I ain’t in much of a state for playin’ hide ’n’ seek just now.”

      Imogen sighed and rested her chin on her fist, scrunching up her face to think some more.

      But I was thinking about what Jim had said. “You’re right,” I said. “Blunt needs to be stopped for good. People need to know what he’s really like, what he’s really up to. If we could only speak to the President—”

      “Sure! You wanna ride up to Washington tonight and have a word with him?” Jim slapped his knee, then grunted in pain. “They should’a called you Katie Head-in-Clouds, instead of Fire-Hair. It’s a nice idea for a story book, but that ain’t how things work in the frontier. Blunt’s a powerful man. He’s got powerful people on his side. Trust me. I’ve tried goin’ behind his back once before. He’ll snap his fingers and have me right back behind bars for plottin’ against him, just like last time.”

      I squeezed my fists, willing an idea to land in my head. If only we had help. If only Joseph McKay and Terrapin Jo and the rest of them were there to stand beside us … that was what we needed. I got onto my knees and looked Jim straight in the eye. “We need to tell everybody in Nickajack the truth about Blunt. We need a protest. We need them to come here and stand up to the Governor so he knows he can’t get away with his tricks anymore.”

      Jim gave me one of his silent hard stares that I’d almost gotten used to by now. “And just how do you suggest we’re a’gonna get word to Nickajack, then get all them folks up here before daybreak?”

      “They will ride.”

      I jerked my head around, completely surprised to find Ka-Ti had been listening to the conversation.

      “But Blunt stole all their horses,” I reminded her. “They won’t have anything to ride.”

      Ka-Ti hadn’t turned around. She still knelt facing the rock wall in front of her, her head to one side as if she were examining something. “They will ride,” she said again in the same quiet, confident voice.

      I pushed myself onto my feet. There was something so strange about the way Ka-Ti spoke. What was she looking at on that wall?

      I walked slowly up behind her with a prickling sensation in my skin, like something was about to happen. I peered over her shoulder and saw now what she had been doing all the while. It hadn’t been medicine she had been mixing, but paint. She had used it to decorate the cave wall with dozens of running horses.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            Dream Weaver

          

        

      

    

    
      Realisation rushed over me, as strong and heavy as the pounding waterfall rushed overhead. “It was you?” The words came out in a breath. “It wasn’t your mother. It was you who brought us here?”

      Ka-Ti turned her head and peered into my eyes, her brow knitted as if she were trying hard to remember something she’d forgotten.

      Things were starting to make sense. I took the leather folder from my quiver and, dropping to my knees beside Ka-Ti, pointed to the Kingfisher at the corner of the first painting. “You painted this, didn’t you? But how did you know? How had you seen me on that horse?”

      Her brow knitted; a memory flashed in her eyes. “A dream,” she whispered, as if it was all coming back to her. Her voice was like the softest breeze as she explained, “My mother speaks to me in dreams. She sends pictures of faraway places … and people.”

      “And you painted them all?”

      She nodded. A smile lit up her face as another memory came into her mind’s eye. “I used to dream of a girl with fire for hair.” She rested her hand gently on mine and looked very earnestly into my eyes. “I knew you were that girl,” she breathed. “You came to us across many suns and moons.”

      “Yes,” I answered, and quickly added, “but not on purpose. We fell into your painting … this painting,” I said, nodding towards the cave wall. “It brought us here.”

      I felt a hand on my shoulder as Imogen knelt down beside me, her mouth open and her eyes sweeping over the painted horses. A whispered “Oh my goodness” was all she could say.

      Ka-Ti was positively glowing. Taking the painting of me and the horse, she threw back her long hair and rushed over to her father. “Pa, my dream friend has come.”

      Jim Weaver looked at the painting, then up at me, then he did the same several times more. “Come closer,” he mumbled, and I obeyed. He stared at me with a strange, almost frightened look in his eyes. “Who are you?” He said it as if he’d seen a ghost. “Where’d you come from?”

      I rubbed my bandaged hand awkwardly, not sure quite how to answer. “We came from … from a long way away. From—”

      “Another time,” Imogen finished for me.

      I nodded, and looked at my hands again, avoiding Jim’s eyes. They looked so pained … yet so hopeful. “Have you seen my Ramona?” he asked, his deep voice nearly cracking.

      I shook my head, a knot tying itself in my stomach to see the disappointment on Jim’s face as he closed his eyes and let his head fall back against the wall.

      “But I think I know where she’s been.”

      His eyes opened again with a flicker of hope.

      “Last summer I met a painter,” I began. “Tom Tippery was his name. He told me he had bought some paints from a woman at a market. It must have been Ramona.”

      “Where’d you meet this Tom fella?”

      I winced as I told him the truth. “In England, over 200 years ago.”

      Jim looked in shock. He rubbed his hand over his chin, his eyes fidgeted around as if looking for an explanation; then he hung his head in his hands. It was a long moment before he found his voice again. “Ramona used to tell me stories … of faraway places. Other times. I always wondered how she knew so much. She didn’t read English, but she sure knew things … knew ‘em like she’d seen ‘em with her own eyes.” I was startled when Jim looked up at me with pleading in his eyes. “Will I ever see her again?”

      “I … don’t know,” I whispered. I had only one small flicker of hope to offer this broken-hearted man, but it was something. “I did see Ramona,” I said, “in a dream last week. She was holding you, Ka-Ti, when you were just a baby.”

      Ka-Ti smiled and wiped a single tear from her eye.

      “I think she wanted to come home, but there was still some danger in the way.”

      “What kinda danger?” Jim asked, a bit of his old gruffness coming back.

      “It was a snake. The Uktena.” Jim looked taken aback. This was the time to tell him Imogen’s and my theory. “We thought maybe Ramona left because people thought she had the Uktena Stone, and she didn’t want to put you two in danger. So we’ve been thinking, now we have proof that Ramona never took the stone, that … maybe she can come back somehow.”

      “How?” Jim asked.

      Imogen and I exchanged a helpless look. “We don’t know.”

      “We don’t even know how we’re supposed to get back,” Imogen said. “We only know that we came through your painting, Ka-Ti.”

      Ka-Ti got gracefully to her feet. She took one of my hands and one of Imogen’s in hers. “I remember a song my mother sang when she mixed her paints. A song that belongs to travellers. When she sang, her paints came to life. I remember every word of it.” She released our hands and ran to the alcove where her painted horses were still drying. “Maybe I can sing them to life.”

      Imogen and I each let out a breath of disbelief. I had buried my fear of never getting home deep down until it was nearly forgotten in my race to rescue Imogen. But now, a fountain of hope was bubbling up inside of me and threatening to burst out at the corners of my eyes.

      Jim cleared his throat, and I forced the tears back down with a deep breath. His voice was gruff again, but kind. “If you girls wanna get back to where you come from, can’t nobody blame you for it. Y’all done what you could here, but this ain’t yer time. It ain’t yer fight. Y’all get on back and let fate do what he will with the rest of us.”

      I wanted to protest, to say that we would see it through … whatever it was. But I took one glance at Imogen, sniffling and wiping her eyes and runny nose on her sleeve, and kept my mouth shut. I couldn’t ask Imogen to risk her life again. Not after all she’d been through already. I made up my mind and opened my mouth to agree with Jim that it was time to go home.

      But before I could get the words out, Imogen spoke up in a stuffy-nosed but strong voice. “Of course we’re not leaving now! Not when it’s just getting exciting.” She sniffed at me through her puffy eyes. “Sorry, Katie, but I’m not missing out on seeing the look on Blunt’s face tomorrow morning.”

      I threw my arms around Imogen’s neck and gave her the biggest hug my sore arms could muster. Now the die was cast. We were in this adventure together to the end, for better or for worse.

      

      The afternoon sun was already high in the sky. The waterfall kept pouring down into the pool below, like sand in an enormous hourglass.  Time was running out. We needed a plan.

      “What was that you were saying before, Ka-Ti?” It was Imogen who posed the question. Now that she had taken a stand to stay and fight, she was applying every cell in her brain to coming up with an idea. “About Nickajack? You said the people could ride here.”

      Ka-Ti nodded.

      “But where will they get the horses?” I asked again.

      “I will show you.”

      Ka-Ti did not want to leave her father, but Jim waved us away. “Y’all get on. I’ve been wantin’ to have a talk with this young guard here. See if he has anythin’ interestin’ to say about this treaty business.” So we left the guard still tied and propped up next to Jim, who appeared to be sharing a pipe with the man as we followed Ka-Ti along the ledge that took us out from behind the waterfall.

      From there, we left the path and climbed, hands and feet, up the side of the mountain, grabbing onto rocks, roots, branches, whatever we could grip to pull ourselves up the steep slope. Ka-Ti reached the top first and gave us both a hand up. Then she pointed down the slope on the other side.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes. At the bottom of the hill was a grassy gorge, and grazing on the grass were dozens of horses!

      “So that’s where Lovegood’s been keeping all those stolen horses.” I turned to Ka-Ti. “How did you know they were here?” I asked in awe.

      She was looking out over the horses with a serene smile. “I saw them in my mind. That is why I painted them.”

      Imogen and I exchanged another awed look. Then she asked, “But how are we going to get all of these back to Nickajack?”

      Ka-Ti gave Imogen an almost mischievous look. She tossed her curtain of hair back, raised two fingers to her lips and gave a whistle that echoed all around the gorge. Like magic, the horses’ heads rosed, their ears perked. They snorted, stamped, and trotted, every one, into a neat semicircle facing the mountain, as if waiting for Ka-Ti’s next command.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “So you’ve got your mother’s horse-whispering gift as well, huh?”

      Ka-Ti nodded. “They will follow me to Nickajack.”

      It seemed at least part of our problem was solved. Ka-Ti could lead the horses back to their masters in Nickajack. We agreed she would go straight to the McKays’ house and take the Uktena Stone with her in hopes that Nickajack would rally behind her when they heard how Blunt had deceived them and saw the proof with their own eyes.

      Jim kissed his daughter’s forehead, but couldn’t say much more than “You come back to me, Kingfisher, you hear?” She nodded and kissed his whiskery cheek. Then Imogen and I climbed back up to the ridge with her. At the top, she hugged us both, then climbed, as easily as a squirrel scurries down a tree, down the gorge to where the horses were grazing. We watched them gather around her, as if listening to her instructions. One chestnut stepped forward. She mounted it bareback and, with the whole herd falling in line behind her, kicked off into a gallop.

      A minute later, a cloud of dust was all we could see of them, but Imogen and I didn’t turn back. While we’d been discovering the horses with Ka-Ti, Jim had discovered from the guard that the treaty was to take place in Hiwassee at sunup the next morning. Lieutenant Lovegood was to meet the guard at the cave in the early hours to retrieve the stone, then carry it back to Hiwassee where, so the guard said, the treaty would be signed in secret.

      If Ka-Ti succeeded in rallying Nickajack, there was still a chance of throwing water on the Governor’s plot. But whatever happened, we had to rescue Wattie first, or who knew what Blunt might do? With Jim’s injury, breaking Wattie out of prison all came down to Imogen and me.

      We had no plan, just each other and a rough map Jim had sketched onto a piece of paperbark. We’d go down the mountain for Robin Hood, then follow the river back to Hiwassee. With one more good look at the map, we started off across the mountain ridge, just as the sun started its journey downward. The race against time was on.
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      “You know you don’t have to hold on quite so tight,” I grunted over my shoulder to Imogen behind me in the saddle. Her arms were squeezed so tight around my waist, I was seeing spots. “Just use your legs a bit more to grip the horse.”

      “Sorry,” she whispered, loosening her grip a little. “It feels a lot faster in the dark. And you never know when we might just ride off a cliff or something.”

      “We won’t ride off a cliff,” I whispered back. “Jim’s directions were simple. We follow the Federal Road all the way into Hiwassee. We can’t possibly go wrong. Now just try to relax. I’m going to get us back into a gallop. No time to canter.”

      “Sure, I’ll just relax then,” Imogen answered sarcastically as she wound her fingers tightly around handfuls of my tunic.

      The road was lonely and lit only by a pale sliver of the moon, but we kept up a steady pace. With every stride we were getting closer to Wattie. I tried to think of that and ignore the other fact – that we were also getting closer to our enemies.

      

      We dismounted at the edge of the forest and crept towards the Garrison to spy out our prospects.

      “It looks like there’s some kind of party going on in there,” Imogen said.

      “That’ll be the delegates’ banquet. This is good,” I said, trying to keep an encouraging tone. “At least with all the people coming in, the gates are open. We’ll just ride in behind the carriages and hope nobody gives us a second glance.”

      “Hope nobody gives us a second…?” Imogen’s expression was dumbfounded. “Katie, we’ll be riding into the Garrison on Lieutenant Lovegood’s horse which, in case you forgot, you stole. You’re wanted in there.”

      I let out a long, frustrated sigh, resenting that Imogen was right. “Well what other option do we have? … Wait a second. There is another way in. Last time I sneaked out by a corral door behind the stables.”

      Imogen considered this option and finally nodded. “A stable is probably the best place to sneak in a horse without getting unwanted attention.”

      “The question is, what do we do once we get in?”

      “More like if we get in.” She stood up and brushed the leaves from her skirt. “We’ll figure that out when we come to it.”

      Several horses turned curious eyes towards us as we approached the corral, but there was no sign of any other person. With as much stealth as we could manage, I led Robin Hood through the gate, and Imogen closed it behind us. We crept along the fence and up against the Garrison’s outer wall towards the corral door. Imogen poked her head around the open upper half of the door to peek inside the stables.

      Pulling her head back after a moment, she whispered, “There are a ton of horses in there. We might just be able to get away with sneaking in one more.”

      I nodded. “On your signal.”

      She craned her head through the stable door again, waiting. Then, with an excited nod, she waved her hand for me to come forward and, unlatching the corral door, pulled it quietly open while Robin Hood and I crept through.

      My heart jumped into my throat when I heard voices close by. One of the grooms was bragging to his companions about a game of cards he’d won against a soldier. I exhaled and kept moving away from the voices, leading Robin Hood past the row of stalls right down to the end. The last stall was empty, making the perfect hiding spot for our next stage of plan-making.

      “All right,” Imogen began. “Now the real question. How do we cross the courtyard? I don’t see any way of getting to the prison without parading right in front of the Governor’s mansion.”

      Once again recalling my escape from the Garrison just a couple of days earlier, I suggested, “We can go behind the Governor’s mansion. There’s a narrow passageway, and nobody’s likely to be there at this time.”

      “What, you mean with Robin Hood?” She looked doubtful.

      “If we leave him here, we might not be able to get back to him once we’ve freed Wattie.”

      She blew out a gust of air. “Let’s do it then.”

      We inched along between the house and the outer wall, retracing my steps from my earlier escape from the Governor’s mansion. Only this time, we were walking right into danger’s way … and we had a horse. An enormous, stolen horse. One day, I tried to reassure myself as we tiptoed along, we are going to look back and laugh about this.

      I tried to keep my eyes straight ahead, focused on the shortening distance between us and the prison, but the lights and sounds coming from the mansion windows drew my attention.

      “There are people dancing up there,” Imogen whispered, her eyes glued on a tall row of windows in the upper storey.

      I looked up and winced. It hadn’t occurred to me that the ballroom where the Governor would be hosting the delegates might face the back of the house. “Let’s hope they keep dancing and don’t look out,” I answered, dropping my eyes down to the lower floor windows where they connected with the stunned gaze of a woman holding a silver tray. I smiled innocently while pushing Imogen forward. “Hurry up, hurry up. We’ve been spotted.”

      Throwing caution aside now that our cover was blown, we picked up the pace to the end of the house and turned the corner. The relief of being in the dark side of the house, safe from window-gazers, lasted only a second. The prison was in sight now. The real danger was just beginning.

      “There’s just one guard, a young one,” Imogen said as we crept to the edge of the shadows to scout the area. “Katie, do you think you could shoot him from here with that venom stuff?”

      I shook my head. “What if I miss? Hitting Black Fox was just a lucky shot. I’ll keep a dart ready, just in case, but can’t we think of a less violent way of distracting him?”

      “Like what?” Imogen demanded.

      I bit my lip. “You remember how you persuaded the guards to let us into the Garrison?”

      “That’s not gonna work again.”

      “Why not? You were amazing!”

      “Because I’ve been riding through the forest on the back of a sweaty horse and I have dirt on my face.”

      I stared through the darkness at her slightly frazzled appearance. “We can tidy you up. And as to the smell, well, I don’t think anyone’s wearing body splash around here anyway.”

      Imogen grimaced as I spat on my sleeve and wiped her face, then smoothed back the flyaway bits of hair around her face. “There. He won’t be able to resist you now.” I bit my lip again, trying not to smile.

      She rolled her eyes. After straightening up and taking a few deep breaths, as if getting into character, she strolled confidently out into the clearing, her hips swishing slightly more than normal.

      I led Robin Hood as close as we could get while remaining hidden in the shadows and cupped my hand to my ear.

      “Oh!” She squealed, followed by a girly giggle. “I do beg your pardon. I was just coming out for a bit of fresh, American air. But what are you doing out here in the dark? All the other officers are inside, dancing.”

      The guard’s voice was high, as if it hadn’t broken yet. “Well you see, Miss, somebody has to guard the prisoners.”

      “Oh, I see.” Imogen sounded convincingly dimwitted. “It’s so brave of you. Must be some terrible ruffians locked up in there. But still… it does seem awfully unfair. I don’t see why you should have to do the job while all the others get to enjoy themselves.”

      “I’m just a junior cavalry officer,” the boy replied modestly. “The others leave all the bad jobs to me.”

      “How horrid!” Imogen sounded scandalised. “You have as much right to enjoy the banquet as any of them. And I’ve been longing to have a dance with a handsome American officer like you.”

      The boy’s voice was even higher when he answered. “But what about the prisoners?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’m sure they’re all locked up. What could possibly happen during one dance?”

      “Well, I’d hate to disappoint a…a lady…”

      They were walking towards the mansion. I couldn’t believe it! Imogen’s expertise in flirting had saved the day again. If she could just manage to get the keys and then lose the guard, we might actually pull this off.

      “Well, if it isn’t the little horse thief.”

      My smile fell as my blood turned to ice at the sound of Lovegood’s callous, haughty voice. I turned slowly around to face him. His cold smile glinted as he made his way towards me through the dark passage.

      I stood frozen until he was no more than an arm’s length away and glaring down at me smugly. “You know, you shouldn’t get mixed up with those Cherokee. You’ll end up just like them.”

      With gritted teeth, I looked him in the eye. “I am Cherokee,” I growled, and without a moment’s hesitation, I launched myself up onto Robin Hood’s back. Together we shot out into the clearing, but before we’d passed the prison, I pulled back on the reins and turned to face Lieutenant Lovegood as he stepped out into the moonlight, the frosty smile still making his face a menace.

      “You really think I’m going to let you take my horse again?”

      He raised his right hand gripping a pistol and squinted one eye, pointing the weapon right at me. “I don’t normally hurt little girls, but I will shoot horse thieves. This is your last chance to give me back my horse.”

      I looked from the horse to the weapon. “I’ll give him back,” I said, and the pistol lowered ever so slightly as he opened his shut eye. “When you give back everything you stole from Nickajack.” Robin Hood and I charged forward.

      “How dare you?” he said, his face turning furious. He raised his gun hand again, but as he did, Robin Hood gave a mighty roar. Next thing I knew, I was holding on for dear life as the horse reared up on his hind legs. Before Lovegood knew what had hit him, one of the horse’s hooves pawed out and struck him on the side of the head, sending his cap with the golden sabres spinning like a Frisbee disc and the pistol flying from his hand.

      Lovegood stayed on his back only for a moment before he sat up, clutching the side of his head with a look of dazed pain. I glared down at him as he squinted, trying to focus on me. “You shouldn’t run around with criminals, Lieutenant. You’ll end up just like them.”

      With an enraged growl, he stumbled to his feet, staggering back and forth. I jumped down and sprinted for the pistol just as he made a clumsy lunge for it. I got there first. He raised his hands up beside his head, and at the same time, someone ran up behind me. I spared a quick glance over my shoulder to see Imogen approaching, her eyes wide and mouth open.

      “Well, looks like you found something to do while I was away,” she said with what was almost a disbelieving laugh in her voice.

      “Did you get the keys?” I asked.

      She held up a ring of keys and gave them a shake. “My new little friend has just been enjoying his first few glasses of rum punch.” She practically skipped past Lovegood towards the prison door. “I even got him to tell me which keys to use.”

      Within a minute, Imogen swung the door open.

      I motioned towards the open door with my head. “You first, Lieutenant.”

      He didn’t move. His eyes were becoming more focused, his hands lowering. “Do you even know how to shoot that?”

      “You wouldn’t want to find out, would you?” I tried to sound fearless, but I felt unnerved by the slight smile that was returning to the corners of Lovegood’s mouth. With a sudden swoop, he reached back and grabbed Imogen around the shoulders, pulling her in front of him like a shield.

      “Now give me the gun,” he demanded through clenched teeth. All his arrogant dignity had vanished. He looked like a wild man.

      I stood frozen, but glanced at Imogen, who looked terrified at Lovegood’s menacing face so close to hers.

      “Ok,” I breathed at last.

      “Don’t, Katie!” Imogen screamed and started flailing her legs around wildly, trying to stomp on Lovegood’s feet. The struggle bought me the time I needed to pull the blowgun out of my quiver. The dart was already prepared. I pulled it out by the thistly end – I couldn’t afford to miss – and hurtled towards the struggling pair. Moving behind them, I raised my fist and jabbed the dart into the back of Lovegood’s neck.

      With a howl, he let go immediately and reached his hand back to feel what had hit him. Imogen and I scurried back as he yanked out the dart and blinked at it a few times before slumping over in a heap.

      “Quick. Someone will have heard all that,” I said, grabbing hold of Lovegood’s limp arms.

      Imogen took hold of his legs and together we dragged him into the prison.

      “What the devil?” came a familiar voice from the corner.

      “More like your guardian angels,” Imogen grunted back as we heaved the Lieutenant against the wall and let him flop over into a pile of straw.

      “Dilli? Katie Fire-Hair? How in heaven’s name—”

      “No time,” I whispered hoarsely. “Immy, can you unlock him? I’ll get Robin Hood ready.”

      The next few minutes felt like hours as I stood in front of the wide-open prison with the reins clutched in my fist. My eyes darted from the Governor’s mansion to the main gates to the stables, expecting to see troops at any second. But no one stirred in the clearing. They seemed not to have heard a thing or to have noticed that the Lieutenant had gone missing from the party.

      At last, Wattie came out blinking in the moonlight and rubbing his wrists. With a huge smile on his face, he shook his head in disbelief. Imogen quickly shut the prison door and locked it. Then the three of us climbed up on the horse.

      “What’s your plan?” Wattie whispered from behind me.

      I turned to speak over my shoulder. “We don’t have one.”

      Just then, the double doors of the Governor’s mansion burst open. Two cavalry officers swayed out onto the porch, their arms over one another’s shoulders. They were singing at the top of their lungs, but sounded more like a couple of sick hound dogs.

      “Let’s go!” Wattie said, giving Robin Hood a slap on the rump that sent him shooting like an arrow for the open gate. I shot one look back as we passed through, but saw no sign of pursuers. Still, I didn’t let Robin Hood slow down until we were safe under the cover of dense, dark forest.
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      We bedded down in a dense patch of ferns to wait for help. Wattie listened with amazement as we told him all that had happened since his arrest.

      “That villain Blunt,” he said after a moment. “To think he had the stone all the time. I knew Old Grizzly had to be innocent, but I must admit, I did sometimes suspect he might’ve taken the stone for Ramona. She was… an unusual woman. Kind, but there certainly was something strange about her.”

      As he trailed away, Imogen and I shot each other a glance. We had both carefully left out the discovery of Ka-Ti’s magic painting from our retelling of the day’s events. We could tell Wattie the truth about where we’d come from another time. The important thing now was to wait and watch.

      But as the night hours wore on, a sinking feeling started to take over, and from the worried expressions on the others’ faces, they were feeling the same. What if no one was coming? After all, any number of things might get in the way. What if something had happened to Ka-Ti on her journey to Nickajack? Or what if she’d reached Nickajack only to find it in shambles? There was no telling what mischief Lovegood and his posse might already have played in the past two days. He might’ve left guards to keep watch in case I came back for help. With rising horror, I wondered if we’d sent Ka-Ti straight into a trap.

      “You two should get some sleep,” Wattie said, breaking into my nightmarish thoughts. “I’ve had plenty of rest chained up in that prison, and you’ll need your strength when Nickajack gets here.” He smiled faintly, but I could hear the doubt in his voice. Still, he was right. Whatever happened, we would need all the strength we could muster to face it.

      I lay down and closed my eyes, but worries continued to stab at my mind. Here we were, on the verge of enemy territory, and possibly no one coming to our aid. Soon the sun would rise, Governor Blunt’s treaty would be signed, and Lieutenant Lovegood would wake up and call for help. Then the whole cavalry would be on the hunt for three fugitives on a big grey horse. What chance would we have of escape then? And—perhaps the most terrifying thought of all—what chance would Imogen and I ever have of getting back through the painting if we were locked up in a jail cell?

      After what felt like only a few minutes, I was shaken out of my restless sleep by Wattie.

      “Have they come?” I asked, springing upright.

      Imogen bolted up beside me, looking around expectantly.

      But Wattie shook his head, his expression hard as stone. “It’s nearly sunrise. No one’s coming.”

      Imogen and I looked at each other, and in that look, we both knew that all our worst fears had come true. All we’d fought for had come to nothing. We’d lost our chance of getting home, and it was unlikely that another one would ever come.

      But there was something else in that look… something that shone through the fear. We both saw it and nodded. And then I spoke. “Well, we’re not just going to lie here and wait for the Governor’s men. Let’s go make as much trouble for him as we can.”

      Wattie looked surprised, then shook his head. “No. I can’t let you give yourselves up. I’ll go back. I can buy you some time to run at least.”

      Imogen got up on her knees and looked Wattie straight in the eye. “Look, we didn’t come here just so we could run away from danger. If standing up for Nickajack… for your family… for Little Beaver is the reason we’re here”—she gave me a meaningful sideways look— “then we’re going to make the most of it.”

      Wattie looked between the two of us uncertainly, no doubt confused by what Imogen had said. But whether or not he understood what she meant, he realised there was no point arguing. At last, a defeated smile broke out on his hardened face. He held his hand out. “Wado.” Then shaking Imogen’s hand as well, he added, “you are brave to take a last stand for Nickajack, and you are true friends to face capture with me. There’s no telling what Blunt may do with―”

      He was interrupted by a swift soaring sound and loud ping! We all craned our heads back to look at the arrow stuck in the pine tree just an arm’s length above our heads.

      Imogen and I immediately ducked down low, but Wattie stayed standing, his sharp eyes sweeping the forest. Then a haunting, low bird call sounded out of the gloom.

      I looked at Wattie. A smile spread across his face and I understood. “Is it—?”

      Before I could ask, Grasshopper dropped out of a tree right in front of us. Imogen screamed, but after the initial shock, she was beaming and hugging Grasshopper with the rest of us.

      “Have any others come with you?” Wattie asked after we’d all embraced.

      Grasshopper threw back his head and hooted. “Come and see for yourself. They are waiting for you on the road. Waiting to follow Katie Fire-Hair into battle against the Governor.”

      I felt my stomach plummet. “Follow me?”

      “Yes, you, Katie,” Imogen said in an exasperated tone. “This is all happening thanks to you.”

      I shook my head. “You know I wouldn’t even be here if you hadn’t saved my life from Lovegood on the first day.”

      She smiled with a modest shrug.

      “Come,” Grasshopper urged. “There’s no time to lose. The sun already rises.”

      

      It was a glorious sight that met our eyes when we reached the road at the edge of the forest. There must’ve been twenty men as well as a few fearsome-looking war women on horses. Leading the group were Mr. McKay, Terrapin Jo and—my jaw dropped when I saw him—Jim with his leg bound up, and beside him, Ka-Ti.

      As Wattie rushed forward to greet his father, Imogen nudged me in the ribs. Her eyes were glued on a handsome, proud-looking man with a long black ponytail beside Terrapin Jo. “Is that…?” she whispered.

      “Crow Feather!” I said more loudly than I’d meant to, and all eyes turned to me. I blushed, but Crow Feather’s stern face softened into a smile and he nodded. “Yes. I am well, and I have you both to thank.”

      A strange little giggle came from beside me where Imogen stood, and I was relieved when Jim spoke up and drowned it out.

      “Now ain’t no time for a powwow. We got business to take care of. Now I reckon if we’re to beat Blunt at his own game, we’re gonna have to outfox Black Fox.”

      Some of the warriors looked confused.

      “You mean play a trick on Blunt?” I asked.

      Jim nodded once. “That’s what I said, ain’t it?”

      

      Birds were already beginning to announce that dawn was on its way as Imogen and I led the party on horseback across the plain towards the enormous, spiky silhouette of Hiwassee Garrison. We dismounted a good way off.

      “This is where we wait,” Jim said, holding up his hand the way I’d seen him do dozens of times before.

      On his cue, Crow Feather and Grasshopper leaped from their horses, threw reels of rope over their shoulders, and crouched low, slipping silently into the murky shadows.

      I held my breath for what felt like ages. Imogen was shaking her foot nervously. “Immy, you’re making Robin Hood jittery,” I said over my shoulder.

      “Sorry. Can’t help it,” she whispered hoarsely. “The suspense is driving me batty.”

      Thankfully, before I suffocated or Imogen turned completely batty, the signal came. Off in the darkness, two lanterns were swinging back and forth in a ghostly dance.

      “They’ve done it!” I said, finally letting out my breath.

      Jim looked around at the warriors who were awaiting their orders and nodded. “Time to pay our respects to the Governor.”

      

      When we reached the gate, it was already wide open. Crow Feather and Grasshopper were standing just outside over two guards who had been expertly bound and gagged, their rifles propped neatly against a post. A long rope hung from an arrow sticking out from one of the wall’s tree posts.

      “You climbed that?” Imogen asked with an impressed tone as she dismounted after me.

      “Grasshopper did,” Crow Feather said, putting a muscular arm around his brother’s scrawny shoulders. “Instead of Grasshopper, we should call him Skinny Squirrel.”

      With the gate wide open and guards out of the way, the plan was in full swing. A few of the warriors were placed at the gate to keep watch for Black Fox in case he came looking for Blunt. The rest mounted their horses and stayed out of sight just beyond the gates. Only the four of us – Jim, Wattie, Imogen and I – ventured into the Garrison yard, Jim with his arm around Wattie’s shoulder for support as he hobbled on his injured leg. Together, we hid in the shadows of the Governor’s mansion and waited.

      My ears were alert to every sound. Somewhere near the stables, a rooster crowed, then a horse whinnied, then, faintly but surely, a door creaked slowly open. I craned my neck around the box hedge and saw him there. The round-bellied Governor, his fluffy hair ruffled as if he’d just got out of bed, stepped out onto his porch and closed the door with extra care. He checked his pocket watch. I could just make out the words that he grumbled under his breath: “Lovegood is late.” His eyes darted around nervously, as if he was worried someone might be watching.

      Jim threw a cloak over his head and stepped out of the shadows. Though he limped, his stride was bold. If anything, the dragging of his bad leg only made him appear more frightening. Blunt’s head turned and I could swear he jumped at the sight of the cloaked figure. With his fat hand on his heart, he leaned over and squinted, as if he were trying to make out who it was in the dim light, but Jim let the cloak hang low over his face.

      “Who’s there?” Blunt tried to sound impressive, but the words came out in a croak instead. “Is that you, Black Fox?”

      Jim gave no answer, only took a few slow, dragging steps forward.

      The Governor’s eyes were darting around again, no doubt hoping his bodyguard Lovegood would turn up any minute. Again the Governor tried to sound in command, but his voice came out breathless; he swayed on the spot as if dizzy. “You’re early, you know. This is not the time we’d agreed. If you can’t keep your side of the deal, then I’m afraid I can’t guarantee mine.”

      I had been waiting for this moment. With the Uktena stone clasped in one hand, I strode out to stand beside Jim. Then holding out my palm for the Governor to see, I asked, “You mean this?”

      Governor Blunt blinked stupidly. “You again? Black Fox sent you before, didn’t he? You were spying. Who are you, the devil’s child?”

      I slipped the stone in my pocket. “I’m Katie Watson. Or as my Cherokee friends like to call me, Katie Fire-Hair.”

      Clinging to the iron railing, Blunt took a step down and reached out his open hand. “I don’t care what they call you. I insist that you give me that stone at once. I don’t know how you came by it, but it doesn’t belong to you.”

      “As far as I recall, it don’t belong to you neither, Cyrus.” Jim let his cloak drop to the ground. There was enough light now to see every hard line of his face, his heavy, furrowed brow and the grizzly scar. He looked every bit Old Grizzly.

      Blunt’s legs seemed to give out beneath him. He caught the rail with both hands. “Jim! What are you…?” He looked like he was fighting to get a grip on himself. Standing up straight again, he puffed up his chest and tugged down on his waistcoat. “You shouldn’t be here. You’ve been arrested for stealing that stone once. Don’t think I won’t have you put in prison for the same crime again. You and this little urchin.”

      “I don’t think yer gonna do that, Cyrus,” Jim said with a sly smile.

      “And why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because then you’d have to return the stone to the people of Nickajack. I think you’ve got other plans for it. We know what yer up to. How you’ve been terrorising the village just to try and scare folk into selling their land to you. And when that didn’t work, what’d you do? You made a deal with that bloodthirsty Black Fox. The stone for his signature on your treaty. But as I see it, you got a couple of holes in your plan.”

      “Like what?” Blunt snarled.

      “For starters, all land treaties have to go through Washington. You’d have to get the President’s signature to make it legal, and somethin’ tells me he ain’t heard nothin’ about this treaty that names all the land of Nickajack your own personal property.” Jim gave a dry laugh. “Blunts Town.”

      All the gusto deflated out of Blunt, as if he’d just been punched. “How could you know that? You’ve got no proof of …”

      This was Imogen’s moment. She too stepped into the growing daylight with a scroll of paper. She let the map with Blunt’s seal unfurl before his eyes. “Actually, we do.”

      Blunt’s chins quivered. He took a backwards step up the stairs. “How did you… What is this charade?”

      Now Wattie stepped out to take his stand with the rest of us. “You know all about charades, don’t you, Governor? You really thought you could hoodwink the Cherokee Nation and the President of the United States?” He tutted in an imitation of Blunt.

      The Governor’s eyes narrowed, and his face contorted into a hideously vicious expression. “The President will never believe the word of three children and a convicted criminal against mine,” he spat. “Anyway, once I’ve cleared Nickajack of its inhabitants, the President will thank me for ridding the land of these quarrelsome, uncivilised—”

      “The only quarrelsome, uncivilised one of them is the one you’re making a bargain with, Blunt. Black Fox ain’t got no right to sign a treaty sellin’ their property. He ain’t their chief.”

      Blunt threw back his head. “Ha! He will be Chief if I say he will. I’m the Cherokee Agent. Who’s to stop me?” He stepped back up onto the porch.

      I watched, wondering how long it would be until the Governor darted back into his house and bolted the door. The warriors were ready to beat it down if necessary, but I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      Jim took a step closer. “You really believe Black Fox is gonna lie down and let you take that land once you’ve run the rest of ‘em off it?”

      The Governor looked at Jim and, to my disgust, actually smiled, the same simpering smile he’d worn when I first met him. He crossed his hands over his fat belly. “Jim, Jim. This is why I’m in command and you’re an outcast. You never understood how to manage these people. Black Fox may be as lawless as the rest, but dangle the bait in front of him, and he becomes as docile as a kitten. The trick is to make them dependant, desperate even.” He shook his head and gave a pitying sigh. “And you. You actually believed you could win the Cherokees’ hearts by befriending them. You are a fool, and you’ve lost yet again.”

      I expected Blunt to make a run for it, but instead he smiled a ghastly smile, reached out and pulled a rope. I hadn’t even noticed the giant copper bell hanging over his front door. Blunt kept pulling with all his might, making it gong so loudly Imogen and I covered our ears.

      There were shouts from behind. I spun around to see four, five, six cavalry officers spill out of a barracks, rifles on the ready. When they appeared, the Governor stopped gonging and shouted “Guards, arrest this man! … And these children!”

      The officers advanced, but as they did, Wattie threw back his head and let out a war cry that sent prickles up my spine. Everyone froze. The officers stopped dead in their tracks and looked at one another uncertainly. Then, from outside the gates, Wattie’s cry was returned, louder, stronger, more piercing for the many voices joined into one.

      We all turned to face the gate. Backed by the golden light of the sun’s first rays, the warriors of Nickajack galloped into the Garrison with the rushing might of a waterfall. They rode up behind us and stopped, making an arc around us. Not a one of them raised a weapon. They didn’t have to. The look on all of their faces was enough. First one guard dropped his weapon and raised his hands in surrender, then another, then one turned and ran toward the stables. His five companions followed after him, none of them paying any mind to the Governor’s shouts of “Cowards! Come back at once! Where is Lovegood when I need him? Where is that disgrace of a Lieutenant?”

      “I think he’s still asleep,” Imogen called out. “In there.” She pointed to the prison.

      Blunt glanced at the prison with a dazed, lost look in his eyes. They widened when he noticed Mr. McKay ride forward. “McKay!” He called out, gulping like a bullfrog. “Tell them not to hurt me! Tell them, McKay. When have I been anything but a loyal servant to these Cherokees? I… I’ve been like a ffffather to you all. Only doing what I thought was best... Yyyou surely wouldn’t hurt your own father?”

      Mr. McKay dismounted and nodded to Wattie. The two of them approached the bottom of the stairs. “Of course, we haven’t come to hurt you. The Cherokee are a civilised people. Not like you, Governor.” He advanced up the stairs with Wattie behind him. “But to show our appreciation for all your service, we’re staying right here and keeping an eye on you and your lackey Lovegood until the President arrives.”

      Blunt didn’t even put up a fight as they tied his hands behind him and led him down the stairs. He was looking at Mr. McKay with terror in his eyes. “The President? Coming? But how? When?”

      “Soon, Governor. Soon. We sent an express message to Washington last night, so I expect he’ll know all about your little plot soon enough.”

      “The President will never believe the testimony of a gang of savages. He relies upon me!” Blunt bellowed.

      Jim stepped forward so he was towering over the man who had destroyed his life. The Governor cowered as if expecting Old Grizzly to take a swing at him. “Looks like you lost, Blunt.” Then Ka-Ti appeared by his side and took his arm to help him walk away.

      “You’ll pay for this! You’ll be sorry!” Blunt’s threats grew fainter as Wattie and I pushed the prison door shut behind him, and Imogen did the honour of locking it.
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            Behind the Waterfall

          

        

      

    

    
      The long night was over. Morning had come, but there was still work to be done. Not long after the sun came up, a messenger came flying on horseback into the Garrison with a letter for Mr. McKay. We all watched him open it and all held our breath until a smile spread across his face.

      “The President is in Nashville! Blunt and Lovegood are to be tried in the Tennessee Supreme Court.”

      Cheers and hoots went up at the news, but at the same time, many curtains covering the windows of the Governor’s mansion shifted. Since daybreak, his household had been peering out at the frightful sight of the Cherokee warriors, probably expecting a raid at any moment. Jim and Mr. McKay formed a delegation to reassure the frightened people they were not under attack. The rest of us went outside the Garrison walls to let the horses graze in the grassy meadow by the river.

      Some of the warriors built fires and started preparing breakfast. A hum of low voices surrounded the five of us. Wattie and Grasshopper were roasting fish on sticks over a little fire, chatting in Cherokee and laughing as if they were two boys on a campout. Wattie had practically swung Ka-Ti off her feet when he first heard her speak; but just now, she was silent, watching the flames with a faint smile and a faraway look in her eyes. Imogen’s head was getting heavier by the minute on my shoulder.

      But as much as I wanted to join in, I couldn’t rest, couldn’t laugh. I rubbed my thumb across the smooth surface of the Uktena Stone still clasped in my hand, thinking.

      “Dilli sleeps like the bear in winter, but Katie Fire-Hair is too troubled to sleep.” Grasshopper was smiling in his usual mischievous way, but Wattie and Ka-Ti were watching me curiously now.

      Ka-Ti rose up and sat down close beside me. Her eyes looked into mine as if searching for something. Then she said in her whispering, windy way, “Katie Fire-Hair. It is time.”

      I didn’t have to ask what she meant. I knew it was time to go home. Our job here was done. But I still had a bit of unfinished business which I had just tucked into my pocket. “I just need to speak with Terrapin Jo. Then I’ll be ready.”

      I wriggled out from under Imogen’s head and helped her gently slump over onto Ka-Ti’s lap where she carried on sleeping peacefully. Terrapin Jo was sitting beside another fire with Crow Feather and one of the war women, telling a story in the singsong way I’d become used to hearing the Cherokee speak. When he’d finished, he turned and, seeing me standing there, got up to speak to me.

      “Katie Fire-Hair, what troubles you?”

      I reached my hand into the little pocket and pulled out the stone, holding it out in my palm. “It’s this. I’ve come to give it back to you, only …”

      Terrapin Jo didn’t immediately take the stone. His eyes moved to my hand and back again. “Only you fear what its power may do to the Cherokee. To Jim Weaver.”

      I was shocked. He knew exactly what I had been worrying about. I nodded. “It’s just that it’s caused so many people to get hurt. And Black Fox. He still wants the stone more than anything. What if he never stops hunting it? What if he finally gets his hands on it and destroys Nickajack?”

      Terrapin Jo’s deep, dark eyes narrowed in thought. “I have learned something, Katie Fire-Hair. The power of greed is strong. It causes many to suffer. But there are stronger powers.”

      I looked at him, confused. “You mean the stone?”

      He smiled and shook his head. “I mean the power of family. Of friendship. Of forgiveness.”

      Then he reached out, I thought to take the stone. But instead, he cupped my hands in his own big, worn ones, curling my fingers around the smooth object. “You keep it,” he said.

      “But I couldn’t take it,” I protested.

      Terrapin Joe’s face became very serious. “You do not take. You have given us much. May this remind you always of your friends here.”

      He was so earnest, almost stern, that I didn’t dare try to argue anymore. With a gulp, I pulled my hands close to my heart and whispered, “Thank you. I will always remember.”

      

      Back at the fire with the others, Ka-Ti caught my eye and I nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “Ready for what, Katie Fire-Hair?” Grasshopper asked with a grin.

      “We’re going home,” I said, and at the same time Imogen sat up scratching her head. “Did I just dream that, or are we actually going home now?”

      Wattie’s eyebrows were furrowed under his black curls. “Do you mean you have found your uncle?”

      “Not exactly,” I began, shooting a glance at Ka-Ti. “But we think we’ve found a way home all the same.”

      “Then I will help you get to wherever it is you need to go,” Wattie announced with an air of chivalry. “It’s the least I can do after all you’ve done for my family.”

      I smiled. “We wouldn’t have any other guide.”

      

      When word got around that we were travelling back to the cave where the stone had been hidden, it was decided among the Cherokee that a group of warriors would travel with us for our protection in case Black Fox was still lurking around waiting for Blunt.

      Wattie insisted that we rest a little and have a good breakfast before the journey. All the time I waited, I hoped Jim Weaver would come … that I’d have a chance to thank him. But business in the Garrison kept him away, and when the time came for us to mount our horses and take the road, it looked like we’d have to go without saying goodbye.

      One foot was already in the stirrup when I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder. I looked up into Jim’s scarred face and could hardly believe it: his eyes, the very eyes that had frightened the living daylights out of me the first time I’d looked into them, were misted with tears.

      “Well I don’t reckon we’ll be seein’ each other again this side of Beulah Land, Miss Fire-Hair.”

      I gulped down the lump in my throat. “Thank you for everything,” I said, feeling suddenly at a loss for words.

      His voice was quiet but steady. “You’ll never know just what you’ve done for my Kingfisher and me. You’ll always be part o’ the family.”

      I looked into his eyes and felt no words would be enough. I threw my arms around Jim’s middle. He hesitated just a moment before wrapping one of his big arms around my shoulders and patting my head with the other hand. “You get on now, and you have a good ol’ life, you hear?” he mumbled.

      I looked up and grinned through my tears. “I will if you promise to.”

      He winked and ruffled my hair, then his face turned grave again, like he was struggling with the thoughts inside him. “If you see her,” he said at last, “if you see my Ramona, tell her we can’t never forget her. We just want her back.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      

      We rode away from Hiwassee Garrison, from Jim, in silence. I tried to take in every moment of the ride, knowing that if Ka-Ti’s song worked, it would be the last time I’d see 1828, the enormous ancient trees, the untamed forest, the great grey horse whose steady, strong gait was taking me closer to home with every step. I could swear Robin Hood wore a smile in the way he walked since we’d locked his former master behind bars.

      When we reached the ravine near the cave, I started to dismount, then realised the warriors were staying on their horses’ backs.

      “It looks safe, so they will travel around the base of the mountain,” Wattie explained. “They want to find the other passage Jim led you in through. Maybe not all of Nickajack’s stolen possessions were destroyed when the cave collapsed.”

      As the warriors rode on, I tethered Robin Hood’s reins to a maple tree and stroked his neck. “You’ll look after him, won’t you?” I asked Wattie. “He deserves a better life from now on.”

      “Of course, we will,” Wattie promised. “Now can you tell me why coming to this cave is going to help you get home?”

      Imogen gave an exasperated sigh. “We’ve already told you, Wattie. You’ll just have to wait and see.”

      At that moment, we were silenced by a shrill cry like the call an eagle makes before swooping down on its prey. It seemed to come from the ravine. Then an echoing cry came from our left. We all turned and saw them coming, five or six bare-chested, fierce-eyed Cherokee men running out of the trees with rifles, knives and tomahawks raised.

      Wattie threw himself in front of us and spread out his arms, and Imogen and I clutched each other, not wanting to watch, but not able to look away. When they were close enough for us to hear their heavy breathing, a thundering storm rose up behind us. The warriors who had ridden with us! They had heard the enemy’s cry and come back! But now we were in the crossfire.

      “Come on!” Wattie was shouting. He ducked down low and we followed him, running into the trees just as the two groups of warriors collided in combat.

      “Will they be all right?” I said through heaving breaths once we’d reached the waterfall and slipped behind it into the safety of the cave.

      Wattie nodded, panting. “Those were Black Fox’s men. They were outnumbered two to one. They will surrender.”

      We all leaned against the wet cave walls, catching our breath when, without warning and before I could so much as scream, something hooked me around the neck, strong as a python’s death grip, and I felt cold, sharp metal touch my chin. Even as terror blinded me, I knew we had walked right into Black Fox’s trap.

      I was only vaguely aware of the others watching, speechless, as Black Fox hustled me across the cave floor, coming to stand with his back to the waterfall. The stone was slippery, and it was only his anaconda arm around my neck that held me upright. I was seeing spots, gasping for each breath. I heard Black Fox say something in Cherokee. It sounded muffled, far away.

      “We don’t have your stone, Black Fox!” Wattie was shouting.

      The stone. Of course, he wants the stone. The thoughts flitted across my mind like moths around a fire. He doesn’t even realise it’s right here, in my pocket.

      I would surely pass out if I didn’t get a breath soon. Was I imagining things? “Sophia?” I gasped, but no sound came out. I looked again. No, it wasn’t Sophia. It was Imogen standing there with a face as fierce as any warrior’s. She had something in her hand, and she was shouting as she pulled back her arm. Then she hurled the thing, and I saw what it was. Imogen’s mobile phone whistled through the air. I felt its impact when it made contact with Black Fox’s skull.

      The second the phone struck, I was jerked backwards. Three sets of hands grabbed hold of mine and pulled, even while Black Fox still kept his grip on me, pulling me back. I thought I’d tear in two, but the hands holding mine held tighter, and at last I swung forward, gasping for air.

      I saw Wattie, Imogen and Ka-Ti panting with relief, then swung around just in time to see Black Fox stumble backward over the ledge. Even he was no match for the waterfall. It swept him down with a mighty roar.

      We watched in disbelief. Imogen put her arm around my shoulder, and I realised I was shaking and she was crying.

      “Katie Fire-Hair, it is time,” Ka-Ti leaned over and said in my ear.

      I took a deep breath and nodded. Then finding my voice again, I said, “We’re ready.”

      Wattie helped me and Imogen stand up. He looked shaken.

      “Thank you for everything,” I said, giving Wattie a hug. He hugged me back but still looked too bewildered to speak. “And please tell your parents and Grasshopper and … and all the others, that we will never forget them.”

      I stepped aside to give Imogen her chance to say goodbye. Sniffling, she held out her hand to Wattie. “Sorry for being so difficult sometimes. You’re a great leader, really.” And to the surprise of all of us, but especially Wattie, she stood up on her toes and planted a kiss on his cheek.

      Wattie tugged on his collar and stumbled back a step into the wall. I turned back to Ka-Ti, whose cheeks had also turned slightly pink. I remembered what I had to say. Taking the quiver from my back, I pulled out the leather folder of paintings she’d given me, all snapshots of Ramona’s travels through time.

      “These are yours,” I said.

      She shook her head. “They are yours.”

      I threw my other arm around Ka-Ti’s neck. “I hope your mother finds her way home one day too,” I whispered. We released each other, and with a heavy sigh, I turned back to face the wall with the painted horses.

      Imogen and I locked arms and slowly approached until we were close enough to reach out and touch them. I slipped my hand into my pocket and squeezed the Uktena Stone. Then, as quiet as a gentle breeze, Ka-Ti began to sing. Her voice grew into the pure notes of a pan flute and spoke words I didn’t understand. And yet each word sounded just right. And as I listened, I felt a wriggling in my hand. I looked down. The serpent etched into the stone seemed to glow and wriggle like a living snake.

      When I raised my eyes back to the horses, they had begun to trot. Soon they quickened into a canter. At last, as the song reached a triumphant note, the horses broke into a mighty gallop, and Imogen and I fell forward into a swirling whirlpool of wind and autumn colours.
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            The Journey Just Beginning

          

        

      

    

    
      A whirlpool of autumn leaves settled to the forest floor all around us. Imogen and I, arms still linked, sat in a pool of freshly fallen leaves and afternoon sunlight. We looked at each other, but no words came. Wiping our eyes dry, we helped one another up, brushing off the leaves that clung to our clothes.

      Imogen straightened up, frowning. “We’re still in the same clothes … Do you think it worked?”

      Before I could answer, a familiar voice calling our names turned our eyes downriver. My dad appeared on the trail with the bucket and water filter. “I came down to see if you girls needed help, but it seems you’ve been off exploring.” He rustled my hair, then stood back to look at me, frowning. “Were you wearing deerskin leggings and moccasins earlier?”

      Again, I was prevented from answering by another call; this time it was my mum. “Peter! Girls! Hurry up with that water if you expect to have any dinner tonight. I’m aching for a cup of tea!” She too appeared just uphill and immediately stopped in her tracks, taking in the strange sight of Imogen and me in our muddy, old-timey dress. “Where on earth did you girls get those clothes?” she asked.

      Imogen thought faster than I could. “Oh, we bought them, Auntie Jemima, at that gift shop we stopped at on the way.” She gave me a sideways look.

      Mum was still eyeing us both as if we were mad. “Ok? I … didn’t realise you two were such enthusiasts for Native American dress.”

      “Oh, didn’t you?” Imogen answered, a little too enthusiastically, “I just can’t get enough of it. Nothing I love better than Cherokee history.”

      Mum laughed nervously and scratched her head. Dad, on the other hand, lit up at the words “Cherokee history.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say so before, Imogen? If you’re that interested in Cherokee history, there’s a brief history of all the local villages in my archives.”

      Imogen and I exchanged another look, then took off running up the hill towards camp, leaving my mum and dad behind and no doubt bewildered.

      

      I found the archive tucked safely away in Dad’s duffel bag. We carried it back to our own tent, zipping up the door for privacy, and eagerly dove in, flipping through the pages until we found the one with “A Brief History of the Cherokee of Lower Tennessee” typed at the top.

      I tried to read it, but I found that my heart was in my throat. I was terrified to find out what had become of our friends … of finding out things we might wish we never knew. “You read it,” I said, passing the scrapbook into Imogen’s lap.

      She took a deep breath and scrolled her finger down the page, stopping suddenly about halfway down. “Oh, Nickajack. Here we go. Oh my gosh!”

      “What? What is it?” I asked, dreading the answer.

      “It says here Jim Weaver became the Indian Agent in 1828! Oh, and here’s Wattie! William McKay (also “Oowattie”), son of a Scottish trader Joseph McKay and Ulma McKay (daughter of the prominent Cherokee chief Grey Wolf) served as a respected member of the Council and delegate on behalf of his people to Washington, D.C. He was a strong voice of opposition against President Jackson’s Removal Act of 1830 which resulted in the Trail of Tears in which thousands of Cherokees were forcibly removed from their homes and relocated in Oklahoma.”

      All the excitement drained out of Imogen’s voice. Her eyes flickered up for moment, but she carried on reading. “No records show William or his family having made the journey to Oklahoma, and it is believed that they settled in the Appalachian Mountains where the Eastern Band of the Cherokee still survives today.” Imogen stopped reading. “It says ‘see page three for family records’.”

      I barely heard her. My heart had dropped from my throat into the pit of my stomach.

      “You were right,” I mumbled, not able to look Imogen in the eye.

      “Right about what?” she asked.

      “I was childish to think I could change history.” I pointed to the page, wishing I could scratch out what was written on it. “President Jackson’s Removal Act. He was no better than the Governor. Blunt or no Blunt, they still had to leave their homes just a few years after we left.” I took a deep breath. “After all we did or tried to do, none of it made any real difference.”

      After a silent moment, I dared to look at Imogen. I expected her to look as miserable as I felt, but instead, she was giving me one of her classic “that’s the dumbest thing I ever heard” stares.

      “Katie, you’re not serious. Of course it made a difference! Do you think it didn’t make a difference to Crow Feather to live another day? Do you think Wattie would ever have become a delegate if we’d left him in prison and let his town be stolen by crooks?” She paused, then, in a softer voice added, “Anyway, it made a difference to me. I’ll never forget what we’ve been through together, Katie. Seriously, it’s been the best holiday of my life. Snakes and all.”

      A smile forced its way onto my face and we both laughed. Then I remembered how Imogen had just saved my life. “But Im, your phone! It went over the waterfall ...”

      She shrugged. “To be honest, I’d kind of gone off it. Not that I wouldn’t have sacrificed it to rescue you from Black Fox anyway.”

      I reached out and squeezed her hand. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

      In her most Imogen-like know-it-all way, she answered, “Really, Katie. That’s what cousins are for … obviously.”

      “Hey, speaking of cousins, what was that it said about family records?”

      “Oh yea.” Imogen scanned the page again. “On page three it says.” She licked her fingers and turned the pages back. The spread of pages two and three together made one big family tree. We both scanned the page, but I found Wattie’s name first.

      “No way,” escaped my mouth. Imogen’s mouth fell open at the same time.

      “He and Ka-Ti got married!” she squealed, clasping her hands over her heart. “That is so adorable. Did they have kids?”

      “Yes. But … that’s weird. Wattie’s name was McKay, but the kids all have the surname ‘Wolf’.”

      “That’s your surname,” she said. “Even if you did tell everyone it was Watson for some strange reason of your own.”

      I didn’t respond. I had that prickling feeling in my skin again, like something important was about to happen. “Look. It says in the footnote here that Oowattie McKay, following the Cherokee tradition of taking the mother’s name, passed down the Cherokee name Wolf to his children and all future generations.” I placed my finger on the line connecting Wattie’s and Ka-Ti’s names and traced it down, right to the bottom where the names Peter and Jemima were joined. Beneath them, in my dad’s handwriting, the names Charles and Katherine had been scribbled in.

      “Do you know what this means?” I whispered.

      Imogen nodded slowly. “It means … I kissed your great, great grandfather!” Imogen cupped her hands over her mouth.

      “Well, yea, but not just that,” I said, giving her a gentle shove. “It means that Ka-Ti is my great-great-grandmother, and Ramona is my great-great-great-grandmother!”

      A look of revelation came over Imogen’s face. “So there is a reason you’re a time traveller. It’s in your blood.”

      As fast as I could, I took my quiver off my back, took out the folder of dream paintings once again and opened to the first page, the painting of the fire-haired girl on the horse. “I think Ramona meant for us to have these. That’s what Ka-Ti was saying. These aren’t keepsakes; they’re clues of the places she’s been.”

      She glared at me. “Wait, are you thinking what I think you’re thinking, Katie?”

      I bit my lip, but didn’t answer.

      Imogen raised her eyebrows and pointed her finger like a scolding teacher. “Because if you’re thinking of travelling through time again, you had better not dare leave me behind!”

      I smiled and flipped to the next picture of me and Imogen side by side. “I couldn’t if I wanted to. You’re part of the story.”

      

      Imogen and I could hardly stay awake through supper that evening. We barely made it through s’mores. When Dad took out his pack of playing cards, we begged him to let us go to bed, promising we’d play tomorrow.

      “I hope you girls aren’t coming down with some kinda Cherokee fever,” he said as we crawled into our tent.

      “Nothing a little bear fat wouldn’t fix,” Imogen said just before zipping the door shut.

      Although our discoveries from the archives left us with a billion things to talk about, it didn’t take long for Imogen to start snoring. I felt I’d been awake for years, yet I still couldn’t fall asleep. I slipped my hand under my pillow and stroked the smooth stone I’d hidden there. Then I closed my eyes and let the images of our adventures take shape in my mind. Wattie and Ka-Ti … Old Grizzly with his sad but hopeful eyes. Those images would stay with me forever. I would never, ever forget them. But something Jim had said was beginning to make sense to me for the first time: Don’t use up too much of today on yesterday.

      He was right, I thought. Well, partly right anyway. The past would always be part of my story, but – my fingers brushed the soft leather of Ka-Ti’s notebook where it lay beside my pillow – I had the mysterious feeling my adventures were only just beginning.
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        Dear Imogen (Dilli),

        

        Good news! Mum says I can come and spend Christmas with you! She’s actually talking to your mum on the phone about it right now, so you’ll probably already know by the time you get this. But we agreed to write each other snail mail, so I had to share the exciting news anyway.

        Speaking of phones, how is your mobile phone ban going? I bet your friends at school think you’ve lost it. Don’t worry about it. My friends at school think I’m a little odd too. I think it’s just because we’ve been through a lot of things they can’t understand … and we can’t explain it to them. But it’s way better for me than it used to be … because I have you to talk to!

        I can’t wait ’til we’re together in London. This is going to be the best Christmas ever!

        

        Write back soon!

        Lots of love,

        Your cousin and TTB (time-travel-buddy), Katie
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      For Gordon. London has given me many treasures, but you are by far the best.
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            Upon a Midnight Clear

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you ever have that tingling feeling that something important is about to happen? I do. In fact, I had that feeling for two months straight, right from the moment Imogen and I travelled back from the past. But every day that passed proved me wrong. Nothing ever happened.

      Not exactly nothing. Life happened. I went to school, I wrote to Imogen in London, and she wrote to me. And finally, after a forever of days-in-which-nothing-much-happened, the Christmas holidays arrived and my parents put me on a plane to London. I was to spend Christmas with Imogen at my aunt and uncle’s ridiculously fashionable town house, and I could hardly wait.

      Finally, after months of writing letters, Imogen and I would be able to chat face-to-face about our adventure to the year 1828 and the friends we’d left behind in Cherokee Country. Finally, I would have someone I could talk to about the questions I’d been carrying around inside my own head for months, questions that boiled down to one name: Ramona.

      The discovery that Ramona, my Cherokee great-great-great-grandmother, had been a time-traveller too and had passed down her gift of travelling to me had changed everything. The first time I fell through a magic painting and landed in the past, I thought it was just my luck. It might have happened to anyone. But now there was no doubt about it. I was special, and I don’t say that to brag.

      Since learning about my ‘gift’, something had weighed on my mind almost every second. Though I heard no voice, it was like someone was calling me to do something. I had a pretty good idea what that something was, though how I was supposed to do it was the greatest mystery I’d faced yet.

      I had promised Ramona’s family, Jim Weaver and Ka-Ti, that I would do my best to find her. But I ached to do more than just find her. I vowed to myself that I would bring her back to the family that had been broken by lies and misfortunes. As it turned out, my family. It was up to me to fix what was broken. After all, Ramona’s sketchbook had come to me for a reason. It seemed that I was the only one who could put the broken past back together again.

      But how? I’d never had any control over when or where I encountered a magic time-portal painting, or when or where the magic took me. So far, the paintings had sort of found me, as if the magic bound me to Ramona. I could only hope it would find me once again. In the meantime, I would just have to wait and watch for a sign, a flicker, a whisper of magic, and hope that when it came, I would be ready.

      

      My first few days in London were a dream. Aunt Ginny took us Christmas shopping in Mayfair, ice-skating at Somerset House and treated us to high tea at Fortnum and Mason. Exhausted as we were after each day’s festivities, our heavy eyelids never kept Imogen and me from staying awake long after we’d gone to bed, whispering about our own private concerns.

      “I was thinking,” Imogen said one night. “There were three months between your first time-slip (as she called it) and your second, right?”

      “Right…” I answered.

      “And it’s nearly been three months since the last time…”

      “Yea, so?”

      “So maybe it’s time! Maybe you’re due another trip right about now!”

      I mused over the idea for a moment. “I’m not sure it works like that,” I said doubtfully. “But I hope you’re right.”

      “Katie?” Imogen turned over to face me, propping herself up on her pillow.

      “What?” I answered, alarmed by her no-nonsense expression bearing down on me in the darkness.

      “Don’t you dare go back in time without me.”

      “Trust me,” I said, “I won’t if I can help it.”

      She flopped back down on her pillow and sighed. “Good, because let’s face it; you’ll never be able to find Ramona without me.”

      I gave her shoulder a playful shove. “Well then, we’ll just have to make sure we stick together.”

      “And keep your sketchbook handy,” she added, “just in case.”

      

      On Christmas Eve, Imogen and I pulled on our woolly sweaters, skirts and tights for Midnight Mass at St. Paul’s Cathedral, a Humphreys family Christmas tradition. Someone knocked on the door. I pulled my sweater down over my head and opened it. Aunt Ginny stood in the hallway, her hair and makeup as perfect and glossy as a magazine model.

      “I thought you might like to open this before we leave,” she said, holding out a small, thin package wrapped in brown paper and red string.

      “Oh. Thank you, Auntie.” I took it, a little embarrassed that Aunt Ginny hadn’t offered Imogen a gift.

      She laughed in her tinkling sort of way. “It’s not from me, dear. Here, it came with a card. Read it for yourself.” She turned to go, calling over her shoulder, “Hurry, girls. We leave in ten minutes, ready or not.”

      “Oh, it’s from a secret admirer, I bet,” Imogen teased.

      I grimaced at her and ripped open the card. I knew the handwriting instantly.

      
        
        Merry Christmas, Watson.

        

      

      Charlie still addressed me as ‘Watson’ in all his letters.

      
        
        Sorry we won’t get to see each other over the holidays. But I’m sure you and Imogen will get up to all sorts of mischief in London. I thought this little gadget might just come in handy if you stumble across any mysteries while you’re there. Use it well.

        See you in the New Year!

        Love,

        Your #1 brother, Charlie

        

      

      “I wish I had an older brother,” Imogen said with a sigh as she watched me peel open the brown paper. Inside was a slender leather case. I opened it to find what looked like an expensive, shiny blue fountain pen.

      “Guess Charlie thought it would come in handy for taking notes in my detective notebook,” I said, taking out the pen and clicking the end with my thumb. Instead of a ballpoint, a thin but strong beam of light shone out the other end.

      “A penlight!” Imogen exclaimed. “That’s way cooler than just an old fountain pen. Not to mention a great detective gadget.”

      Uncle Phillip called from downstairs.

      “We’re coming!” Imogen grabbed her purse and ran out the door.

      I returned my new penlight to its box and tucked it inside my satchel alongside my detective notebook and, as Imogen had requested, Ramona’s sketches. “Thanks, Charlie,” I whispered as I slung the bag’s strap over my shoulder and hurried out the door after her.

      

      As soon as I stepped out of the black cab, my eyes soared upwards to the towering dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral. Its shape reminded me of a giant bird cage set against a clear night sky scattered with happy, shimmering little stars.

      “Katie, snap out of it.” Imogen jostled my arm and I blinked at her, the dazzle of the stars still blurring my vision.

      “Hurry up. They’ve opened the doors, and it’s freezing out here.”

      “I never knew you could see so many stars in the city,” I said as we shuffled forward behind the long line of tourists and Londoners crowding the cathedral entrance for Christmas Midnight Mass.

      Imogen leaned her head back to look up at the sky. Thankfully, she’d given up the wacky hair dye and gobs of makeup, and I thought her naturally dirty blonde hair never looked better than it did now, in a long, Ka-Ti-inspired braid.

      She gave an unimpressed shrug. “If you ask me, this display has nothing on the night skies in Cherokee Country.”

      With a glance over my shoulder at my aunt and uncle, I leaned over and shushed her. “Not in front of your parents, remember?”

      “Don’t worry. Mum and Dad will stay glued to their phones until the minute the service begins, mark my words. ‘Tis the season for catching up on work, didn’t you know?” she said dryly.

      At last our turn came to step through the revolving door and onto the chequered marble floors of the cathedral. Had it not been for the other tourists’ flashing cameras on every side, I could almost have believed we’d stepped through a portal into another world.

      St. Paul’s was the grandest place I’d ever set foot in, like the palace of some ancient Roman emperor. My eyes grew wide trying to take in the soaring marble archways, the golden chandeliers hung from the domed ceiling high, high above, the towering sculptures of angels and heroes.

      We made our way up the centre aisle to find our seats. My eyes were again drawn up and up until my head spun. I felt like a tiny bug beneath that whale-sized dome and its colossal paintings of the saints peering down as if from heaven.

      As we took our seats, Imogen pointed upwards at a rail encircling the base of the dome. “That’s called the whispering gallery.”

      “You mean you can go up there?” I felt woozy at the very thought.

      “That’s nothing! See up there, the hole right in the middle of the dome?” She pointed to a circular hole, through which I could just see what looked like a smaller dome beyond the main one. It looked a world away.

      “That’s called the Golden Gallery,” Imogen whispered. “I went up there on a class trip once. Nearly got sick from vertigo.” She gave a little shiver and lowered her eyes.

      As the first crystal voice broke the silence with ‘Once in Royal David’s City’, my eyes continued their journey around the cathedral. It was my first visit to St. Paul’s, and I wanted to take in every splendid detail. The choir boys processed up the long centre aisle and filed into the choir stalls, their candles glowing off the jewelled mosaics and pearly marble sculptures. All in a rush, that old tingling feeling scurried up my spine like electricity.

      It’s just the atmosphere, I told myself, rubbing away the goose bumps prickling my arms.

      But whatever I told myself, the feeling did not go away. It got stronger and stronger the longer we sat there under that dome. A nervous pulse began to tap, tap, tap at my temples, and it was all I could do to sit still through the service. At last the organ pipes bellowed out the last notes of ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’, the bishop gave the benediction and the sleepy crowds awoke from the spell of the music and candlelight. But not me. As those around me gathered their coats and shuffled slowly through the rows of chairs, I still felt spellbound… breathless, like I was standing on the edge of a vast drop.

      In a daze, I got to my feet.

      “Might as well sit,” Imogen said through a yawn as she slouched further down in her chair. “Mum and Dad will want to speak to the bishop. He’s a friend of theirs. We won’t get out of here for ages.”

      I forced myself back down into my seat beside her and gazed up into the dome, my foot tapping the rhythm of my pulse on the tiles.

      “Katie, are you alright? You seem a bit… jittery.” Imogen was giving me a suspicious glare.

      “I just have one of those feelings. You know, like I told you about. It’s nothing.” I said dismissively.

      A conniving smile came over her face. “I’ve got an idea.” She leaned in closer so as not to be overheard. “Want to see the crypt?”

      I glanced around at the crowds of people being ushered towards the exits. “Are we allowed to?”

      “Best not to ask,” she said and sprung from her seat. “Anyway, we’ll just nip down there, have a quick look around and be back before anyone notices. I’ll tell Mum and Dad we’re popping to the loo and we’ll meet them on the steps outside.”

      But Uncle Phillip and Aunt Ginny apparently wanted to speak to about a dozen important people on their way to the bishop. By the time Imogen got the chance to break in, most of the crowds had already disappeared out into the night.

      We shook hands with the bishop as Uncle Phillip introduced us, then walked away as ladylike as we could, breaking into a run the second we reached the shadows of an enormous archway.

      Imogen made a beeline for an open doorway, and we slipped inside without notice, turning down a broad flight of marble stairs.

      The crypt was dark but for candles on wall sconces and chandeliers. Their flames danced into life as we walked past. The vaulted ceilings felt terribly low after sitting beneath the lofty cathedral dome. But all the same, the crypt was a vast world below ground, a maze of rooms, hallways and giant marble monuments. I was imagining how easy and how terrifying it would be to get lost down there when I caught sight of a painting in an alcove at the end of a long, candlelit hallway. While I stared at it, a voice whispered my name … or so I thought.

      “Im, was that you?”

      “Was what me?” She spoke from behind me where she was bent over reading the inscription on a tomb. The voice must have been my imagination.

      I turned back to the painting. It was small, too small really to hang over such a grand table. I could hardly make out the details from where I stood, yet the earthy colours felt familiar. With apprehensive steps, I drew closer until I was standing close enough to see the picture clearly.

      The candlelight shimmered on the painting’s glossy surface, bringing warmth to the simple scene of an old beggar woman and a pretty young girl sitting side-by-side on the steps of St. Paul’s and offering bits of bread to the pigeons.

      “What is it?” Imogen stood beside me, head tilted as she examined the painting.

      Without answering, I dug into my bag for Ramona’s sketchbook, then frantically flipped through the pages until I found what I was looking for. Taking the page out, I held it up to the painting on the wall. My heart did a victory leap.

      Imogen gasped and laid a clammy hand on my arm. “It’s the same.” She turned to face me. “But Katie, you don’t think this painting could be…?” Her voice trailed off as our heads turned in unison, as if drawn by an invisible thread, towards the painting. I didn’t dare blink, or even breathe.

      Then, like passing into a dream, impossible things began to happen. A painted pigeon soared from the head of a sculpture and alighted on the old woman’s outstretched arm. As she caught it, most unmistakably, her face wrinkled into a smile. Her head turned, and, next thing I knew, her bright, smiling eyes had found mine.

      Before I could move, a whoosh of cold air whipped up through the passageway, snuffing out every last candle. In the pitch darkness, the cathedral did a pirouette. I was thrown off balance by an invisible force, landing hard on the marble floor, unsure whether it was my head spinning or my surroundings.

      But as suddenly as the commotion began, it stopped. All was still, silent, and black as a starless night.
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      “Ow,” Imogen groaned nearby in the darkness.

      I peered around for her uselessly. Then, all on their own, the candles lit up, first dimly, then strengthening to full beam.

      I twisted around and found Imogen sitting a few meters behind me, her feet splayed out like a ragdoll’s, rubbing a bump on her forehead. We looked at each other, neither of us speaking a word. We didn’t need to. We both knew perfectly well that we were thinking the same thing.

      I got shakily to my feet and helped Imogen up. We both stood on the spot, looking around for some sign of what had happened.

      There was none to be found. The painting hung on the wall, just the same. The candlelight flickered against the marble and mosaics, just as before. Nothing had changed. We were right where we’d started.

      But how could it be?

      Imogen’s utterly confounded face must have been a perfect mirror of mine.

      “We’re still here.” She said each word slowly, as if she hardly believed them. “But I thought… then what just happened?”

      As I opened my mouth, not knowing how to answer, the church bells began to toll midnight.

      Like waking up from a daydream, Imogen gasped and scrambled down the passageway, up the flight of stairs and through the doorway into the cathedral. The entire place was empty! We shot down the chequered aisle floor for the main doors, but found them shut and bolted with a giant, wooden beam. Every last tourist and clergyman had gone.

      “Now what? Mum and Dad will be looking everywhere for us,” Imogen groaned.

      I looked around, still half-dizzy, half-sick with disappointment to find ourselves in the same place, and just a bit relieved at the same time.

      “Hang on,” I said. “Didn’t we come in through revolving doors?”

      Imogen frowned at the carved wooden door. “I thought so too. Never mind. Help me lift this beam.” She got both of her hands beneath the heavy wooden beam that barred the door from the inside. I followed her example and together we heaved it up and let it clatter onto the floor. While I looked around expecting to see someone coming to see what was making all the noise, Imogen found a handle of a smaller door built into the larger one. She gave it a wrench and, to my immense relief, the small door opened. We flung ourselves out into the frosty London air just as the bell tolled its twelfth and final gong.

      The first thing that struck me was that the stars had disappeared behind a thick blanket of cloud. The night sky, so glassy clear before, was a whirlpool of snow flurries. A freezing wind whipped the powdery drifts wildly about chimney pots, lampposts and carriages…

      Carriages?

      The old tingling feeling crept up my spine like icy fingers as it dawned on me. The London before my eyes had undergone a transformation. The cityscape before me belonged on the front of an old-fashioned Christmas card: snow flurries dancing in the misty light of gaslit lanterns; raggedly-dressed children laughing and hoisting snowballs at one another across cobbled alleys. In place of the bustling traffic of black cabs and red double-decker buses, a fanfare of stately, horse-drawn carriages jangled up to the cathedral steps where men in top hats and capes held out their gloved hands to women who gathered up long, bustled skirts before gracefully climbing in.

      I blinked the snow from my eyelashes and turned to Imogen, once again seeing the same dawning realisation reflected on her face.

      Before either of us spoke, a man’s voice shouted, “Oi! You two!”

      A man dressed in a blue, buttoned-up coat and a domed helmet was running up the cathedral stairs right for us, waving a truncheon threateningly as he came.

      “Police!” Imogen grabbed my wrist and, together, we took off as fast as our shaky legs would go down the opposite side of the broad stairs, made slippery from the fast-falling snow. At the bottom, I chanced a look over my shoulder to see the policeman hobbling down after us.

      “Come on!” Imogen urged, grabbing my hand and whipping me around the corner of the cathedral. In front of us was a shadowy cemetery. We did our best to stay together, dodging and skirting our way through the snow-powdered headstones.

      “Stop there!” the policeman’s voice bellowed behind us.

      We threw ourselves behind a big stone grave monument with the carved figure of a knight in armour sleeping on its lid. I hoped to goodness he would protect us from the policeman’s view.

      “Can you see him? Is he still coming?” Imogen panted.

      I peered around the knight’s pointed shoes. Against the misty gaslights, I could see the policeman’s tall hat ducking and bobbing up among the headstones.

      “He’s looking for us,” I answered. “We should run for it, before it’s too late.”

      Imogen took a deep breath and nodded once. Then, like a couple of jack-rabbits running for cover, we sprang from our hiding place and sprinted. As we neared the east end of the cathedral, we both shot one last glance back at our pursuer. The same instant we turned back, a tall, shadowy figure arose before us like an apparition, but it was no ghost. Before we could stop ourselves, we hurtled smack into its very solid form.

      “Sorry, sorry!” I mumbled as I tried to disentangle myself from the folds of his heavy trench coat. But by the time we freed ourselves, the policeman had caught up, spluttering and choking, snowflakes frosting his bushy eyebrows and moustache.

      The figure in black stepped out of the cathedral’s shadows. Before I could see his face, he lay a hand on my shoulder and the other on Imogen’s.

      “Inspector!” wheezed the policeman, his hands braced on his knees. “I apprehended those two peculiarly arrayed young ragamuffins slipping away from the crime scene just now.” He pressed his hand to his chest. “They seemed in a mighty hurry, if you ask me.”

      The man in black spoke. “Thank you, Constable Smart. I will question them both forthwith.” His voice struck me as surprisingly friendly, even polite.

      “Shall I clap ‘em in irons, sir?” the policeman asked, hopefully.

      “I don’t think that will be necessary, Constable,” was the man’s gentle answer. “They are securely in my custody, as you see. You had better keep an eye on the cathedral’s west end. We don’t want a thief slipping through our fingers, now do we?” As he said it, I thought his fingers tightened ever so slightly around my shoulder.

      The policeman stood erect as a soldier, tipped his tall hat and marched back through the graveyard, twirling his truncheon as he went.

      But the wheezing constable seemed the least of our worries now. Wasn’t it just our luck to go and land ourselves in the middle of a crime scene? And this man in black, friendly enough though he sounded, seemed to have authority even over the police. If he suspected we had some part in a crime, how were we to explain ourselves? We hadn’t even a clue what time period we’d landed in!

      “Now, if you two young ladies might favour me with a few minutes of your time, I’d like to put to you a question or two.”

      We both turned slowly to see, for the first time, the man in black’s dimly lit face. I was amazed to find that it matched his voice – not in the least frightening, though he’d commanded so much respect from the constable. Deep lines creased his forehead, like someone who spent a great deal of time thinking. He looked down a hooked nose, and the bags under his eyes hinted he hadn’t slept for many nights. But put all together, it was a kind, fatherly face. If anything about his looks made me uneasy, it was his eyes. They glittered in the lamplight beneath the brim of his black hat, sharp and unblinking as they floated between Imogen and me. I thought right away of the watchful eyes of a sleepless, wise old owl.

      He was waiting, I realised, for an answer.

      “Oh, um, yes. We’ll try to answer your questions,” I stammered.

      “But we didn’t have anything to do with a crime,” Imogen added a little too hastily.

      The man removed his black hat, methodically brushed the snow off the top, and replaced it. “Well then, it stands to reason that this interview should not take too much of your time.” His whole face creased into a smile, then he reached his black-gloved hand inside his coat and pulled out a scrolled-up paper. Unfurling it, he held it out so as to catch the light from the streetlamp. “This picture is an engraving of a very famous oil painting. Are you familiar with the original?”

      I bent over the engraving of a medieval king and queen with their court at a banqueting table.

      Imogen took one glance and straightened up. “I’ve never seen it before.”

      The man in black turned his owl eyes inquisitively towards me. I looked hard at the picture – something did feel familiar about the Queen’s face, but it was very difficult to see much detail in the dark, and I was not eager to raise his suspicions.

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think I’ve seen it either.”

      He watched me sharply for an uncomfortable moment, then rolled up the picture and returned it to the inside of his coat. “Then it stands to reason you know nothing about how this painting came to be stolen from the cathedral and replaced by another mysterious painting, unknown to the cathedral chapter?”

      “You mean to say that the painting was stolen from St. Paul’s Cathedral?” I asked.

      “This very night,” he answered. “The cleric says the painting was in its usual place in the crypt before the Midnight Mass commenced. By the time Mass finished and the crowds emptied out, the painting had vanished.”

      Imogen fidgeted beside me, no doubt eager for our interview to end. But I had an uneasy feeling about this missing painting business, and I had to ask just one more question.

      “I’m sorry. We don’t know anything about it. But… just out of curiosity… did you say whoever stole the painting replaced it with another one?

      He nodded one slow nod.

      “I was just wondering… out of curiosity… what was the other painting a picture of?”

      His eyes remained unblinkingly fixed on my face as he answered. “It’s a painting of an old woman and a girl selling wares on the cathedral steps. No one seems to know where it came from or who the artist might be.”

      I tried not to show my interest, but he must have heard me swallow down the large lump that leapt into my throat.

      “You’re quite sure you know nothing of the matter, Miss…?”

      “Watson,” I answered. “Katie Watson. This is Imogen Humphreys, my cousin. And yes, sir. I’m quite sure.”

      His mouth twitched. He seemed to be contemplating whether or not to believe us. I held my breath, expecting him to ask more questions. But after a second or two, his hard expression melted into a polite smile. “Very obliged to you ladies for your time. I shan’t detain you in the winter elements any longer. If you see anything… suspicious, you will find me at this address.” He handed me a card. “A merry Christmas to you.”

      “Thank you,” I answered and, not knowing what was polite, I added an awkward sort of curtsey. Imogen followed my example, then took my arm and we set off at a quick pace. Not that either of us had a clue where we were going, but anywhere was better than a graveyard under the watchful eyes of the man in black.
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      I held the card up to the lamplight to read the engraving:

      
        
        Sherringdon Janklow, Detective, 14 Portsmouth Street

      

      

      “I can’t believe it. He’s an actual detective, which means he must be telling the truth about the stolen painting. But what can it mean? Whoever stole the other painting and replaced it with the magic one obviously did it for a reason…”

      “Katie…”

      “It’s as if they wanted us to come here, to this very place and time. But how could they have known we’d see it? They’re in the past… well, the present now… and we–”

      “KA-TIE!”

      Imogen had my attention. I snapped out of my thoughts and looked at her. She was standing in snow up to the shins with her arms wrapped around her middle, shivering. Only then did I notice that my own tights were soaked through and I couldn’t feel my feet which had disappeared beneath the fresh fallen snow.

      “Can we think about all that later?” she asked through chattering teeth. “We’ve got more pressing problems at the moment. Not freezing to death, for instance.”

      “Sorry, I guess I just… got a little distracted,” I apologised, yanking one leg out of the shin-high snow. “You’re right. We should get inside somewhere warm.” I hobbled over the icy cobbles and linked my arm through hers, and together we pressed on against the gusts of stinging wind. I didn’t look back, but I sensed St. Paul’s dome still peeked over the roofs and chimney pots behind us, like a guardian watching over our retreat.

      “I hate to ask, but where precisely are we supposed to go?” Imogen’s teeth chattered as she spoke. “I mean, what’s going to be open in the middle of the night on Christmas Eve?”

      I raised my head, shielding my eyes against the fast-falling flurries. The street looked completely abandoned, the shop windows all dark or covered over with shutters. Here and there, a candle lit an upper story window, but there were no signs of welcome as far as the eye could see.

      “Argh, let’s just keep moving.” Imogen covered her nose. “It smells like a barn out here. Or worse, a sewer. What is that stench?”

      A shadowy movement in the alley to our left made us start. I thought at first it was a cat, but then I saw it was much too large. Now my eyes had dropped to ground level, I noticed to my horror that the street wasn’t as deserted as I’d thought. Pressed up against doorways and into side alleys were groups of shivering bodies – men, women and even little children. It was no wonder we’d missed them before. They were all so dirty, they melted right into the sooty darkness of their hideaways.

      One very young woman, no more than a teenager, huddled on the cold stone steps of a shop with two smaller bodies pulled close to her sides. On first glance, the trio were no more than a pile of dirty, tattered clothes in the shadows. But as we approached, three sets of hungry, hollow eyes turned upwards and caught the streetlamp’s yellow light.

      Seeing us stop and take notice, the young lady spoke. “Have a pity, misses,” her voice creaked out like a rusty hinge. “Spare a trifle for my babies. For the sake of the Christmas child in the manger, have a pity.”

      We froze in our tracks, our eyes darting from the pitiful little family to one another.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” Imogen whispered. “We don’t have any food to share or warm lodgings to offer.”

      I bit my lip. She was right of course, but we couldn’t just walk away and leave them to freeze either. I took my satchel off my shoulder and began unbuttoning my new pea coat. Imogen looked horrified, but after a deep breath, she too removed her designer white goose down coat and handed it to the young mother who gratefully took the coats and began bunching them around the half-frozen children.

      “Wha’s this? A couple o’ li’l do-gooders, ‘anding out Christmas charity,” a gruff voice spoke from behind, and the young woman’s teary eyes widened with fear. Imogen and I turned slowly around to see the owner of the voice. He was hideous. Though short, he was stocky as a bull. An oversized head rested right on top of his hunched, ape-like shoulders as if the weight of it had caused whatever neck there might have been to cave in. He approached, lifting the brim of his tattered hat to reveal a face that would make anyone wince: two bulging, blood shot eyes, a wide, leering mouth with more gaps than teeth, and a slash-mark scar across one scruffy cheek.

      “Leave ‘em be, Tobias. They ain’t done no ‘arm to nobody,” the young woman pleaded. “They just gave what they ‘ad to ‘elp my babies, is all.”

      The stench of sour liquor and unwashed clothes filled my nostrils as the man advanced up the stone steps and jabbed his leering face up close to ours. “Is that so? Well then, what ‘ave they got for old Tobias, eh? I’ll bet there’s a pretty li’l Christmas present just for me in that bag of yours, missy.” He reached out and grabbed Imogen’s purse with two monstrously strong hands.

      How I wished in that moment I’d brought my blowgun with me! All I had was my own satchel filled with the precious sketchbook and my detective notebook. I picked it up, reared back and slammed it against the man’s gargoyle-like head. He stepped back and lost his balance on the stair. As he teetered, Imogen yanked her purse out of his grip. Together we shot away as fast as our feet would take us across the slippery cobbles, pursued by the horrible man’s bellowed curses. We never looked back but scurried on as quickly as we could, our eyes searching desperately for a refuge.

      “Look, a light! Up there!” Imogen pointed to a large hanging light over a doorway. We skidded to a halt beneath the lantern which had on it in cast iron letters Ye Old Cheddar Cheese Tavern. The windows were steamed up, but it was clear from the sound of laughter and singing there was life within. Imogen grabbed my arm and pulled me beneath a stone archway where a couple of drunken men staggered out the tavern door. We slipped around them unnoticed and ducked inside.

      “Thank heavens!” Imogen groaned, bracing herself against the wall and doubling over to catch her breath. “You know, if I wanted to run this much, I’d join the athletics team,” she panted. “Just as well we got rid of our coats before that hooligan turned up, huh? Katie?”

      I wanted to answer, but my tongue was tied and my back pressed hard against the wall. The moment we had walked through the door, all the talking, laughing and singing had gone mute. Every eye was turned towards us, and none looked too cheerful. Imogen, becoming aware of our uncomfortable situation, zipped her lips and straightened up.

      If there’s one thing I admire about Imogen, it’s her ability to take an awkward situation in her stride. While I might have stayed glued to the wall all night, or worse, run back out into the street, Imogen cleared her throat, thrust her nose haughtily into the air and took my arm. “Well some people clearly never learned that it is rude to stare. Come on, Katie. We’ve as much right to a hot drink on Christmas Eve as anyone else in here.” And with that, she marched us right through the maze of tables, barstools and upturned kegs while the tavern’s surly-looking patrons sneered and murmured to one another. Soon enough, as we wound our way through the series of rooms, they turned back to their conversations, laughter, shouting and alley-cat singing as if we had never interrupted them.

      The tavern was a series of cavern-like stone-walled rooms with low ceilings that sank lower and lower beneath ground, a bit like a crypt. When at last we reached the bottom–a larger room with a crowded bar–we inched our way through the boisterous drinkers to where an old man with greasy grey hair was wiping down the bar with a grubby towel between swigs from a jug. After several minutes in which it appeared we were invisible to the man, Imogen boldly cleared her throat. He looked at us as if we’d just come from the lunatic asylum.

      “Wot you want?” he wheezed.

      “Are you still serving food?” Imogen asked with an impressive show of confidence.

      “Bread and cheese is all you’ll get,” the man barked, gesturing towards a basket of loaves and a big wheel of cheese. My stomach gave a pleading growl.

      “We’ll take it. And two hot chocolates, please.” Imogen sat herself primly on a bar stool to wait, but the man only glowered.

      “You want hot chocolate, go to Fortnum and Mason. I’ve got ale and gin. Take your pick.”

      Imogen cast him a disdainful look. “Just the bread and cheese, then. And a jug of water.”

      The man still didn’t budge except to hold out a dirty hand. “Pay first.”

      As Imogen resentfully clicked open her bag and dug around for her coin purse, I chanced a glance over my shoulder where I sensed someone watching us. I was right. A gangly boy in mismatched, misfitting clothes slouched against a wooden post with an unnaturally ugly bulldog at his heels, a tankard in his hand and an annoyingly smug smirk on his face. I caught his eye and he tipped his oversized top hat with a wink. I turned swiftly back to the bar, but I still felt the boy’s eyes on the back of my neck.

      Meanwhile Imogen and the bartender were caught at odds. “What do you mean it’s not real money? These are pounds sterling. Legal tender!” Imogen was shouting.

      “Look, Miss, I don’t know who you fink you’re kiddin’, but wotever that is, you can’t pay with it. Move aside and let the customers with real money through.”

      “I’m offering you way more than that bread and cheese are worth,” Imogen argued, shaking a pound coin in the bartender’s face.

      “I said, MOVE ASIDE!”

      “Now now, gov, don’t bust a gut. You leave these bricky young lasses to me.” It was the smug boy who spoke. He’d sidled up beside me at the bar as silently as a shadow while the bulldog snorted up behind him.

      “Be my guest, Dobbs.” The bartender waved his hand in the air as if happy to be rid of us, then turned to the next customer.

      Imogen jumped off her bar stool and squared off the boy. She was taller by a couple of fists. “What did you call us? Something about bricks?”

      “I meant no disrespect, Miss. Was a compliment about your being pretty bold for a girl ’n’ all.”

      “Oh.” Imogen looked appeased. “Well say what you have to say then.”

      The boy leaned in. “Step into my office,” he said, beckoning us to follow him to a quiet back corner. With an overdramatic bow, he gestured to a couple of stools at a spindly little table before seating himself across from us. The bulldog snorted and threw itself adoringly on top of his feet. It was just as well; several of his toes had wormed their way out the holes in his boots.

      Now that I had a better look at the boy, I thought he must be the most comical figure I’d ever laid eyes on. He appeared to have outgrown most of his clothes several years earlier, all except the oversized top hat perched atop his flyaway ears, and a chequered tailed coat that practically swallowed his gangly frame. He removed his hat to reveal a head of hair that looked more like pitched hay heaped about his impish, freckled face. There was no mistaking the mischief in his eyes, nor the half-grin that hinted he had some clever trick up his sleeve. One look, and I was immediately torn between a natural liking for the boy and an intense distrust.

      Very suddenly, he thrust his fingerless-gloved hand across the table. “Name’s Arty Dobbs, but most just call me Dobbs. And this ’ere is Betsy.” The bulldog lifted her forlornly ugly head in acknowledgement, then flopped it down again.

      We introduced ourselves, shaking his hand in turn.

      “Wha’s the accent?” he asked after I’d told him my name.

      “I’m American,” I answered a bit defensively.

      He nodded knowingly. “Far from ‘ome, eh?”

      “She’s staying with me. Now what did you want to say to us?” Imogen snapped.

      “Oh, nuffink. Just, I couldn’t ‘elp noticing that the pair of you seems, well, out of place, shall we say. So I says to meself, ‘Dobbs,’ I says, ‘what could two innocents like them be doing in this part of town without a chaperone on a Christmas Eve night?’ Then I reckons to meself, ‘they looks as though they could do with an ‘elping hand.’ And as it just so ‘appens, mine is the most ‘elpful hand a body could wish for. An’ as it’s Christmas an’ all, I reckoned as I’d offer it to you. So, what’s your predicament? Lost? Runaways? Criminals?”

      “I don’t see how it’s any of your business,” Imogen answered in her haughtiest tone.

      “We need a place to stay,” I said. I felt as wary as she did about giving away too much information to this strange boy; but we were in no state to pass up an offer of help. It might just be the only one we got.

      Arty Dobbs sat back with an appraising look. “’Aven’t you got a gov’nor or gov’ness? You’re dressed strange enough, but never ‘ave I met a street urchin wot looks like the two o’ you.”

      “We’re not urchins,” Imogen retorted. “My father is a very important financier.”

      “Why ain’t he lookin’ after you, then?” Dobbs didn’t miss a beat.

      Imogen faltered a moment before replying haughtily, “He’s away on business. As is my mother. We need a place to stay for the night, and that’s all you need to know.”

      He bit his dirty fingernails in thought, then snapped his fingers. “I know just the place. Could take you there too… for a small token of… gratitude.”

      “You heard the bartender,” Imogen snapped. “We don’t have any real money, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Thought you said your pa was an important financier.”

      Imogen shot him her iciest glare.

      “Never mind,” I said, pushing myself up from my rickety chair. “Come on, Im. We’ll just find someone else to help us.”

      “Hold your ‘orses.” The boy put his hand out to stop us. “What about that?”

      His eyes fixed on Ramona’s sketchbook pressed tightly under my arm. While waiting at the bar, I’d slipped it out of my satchel to make sure the ape man’s head hadn’t done any damage to it.

      “Looks like genuine leather. Book like that could fetch an ‘efty price at the pawn shop.”

      I stuffed the sketchbook down into my bag, feeling fiercely protective. “This is not for sale. Let’s go, Imogen.”

      We elbowed our way through the tavern and out onto the street. No sooner had we braced ourselves to face the snow flurries than the boy and his dog flew out in front of us, he blocking our way with his outstretched arms. “A’right, a’right. No need to get saucy. I’ll tell you wot. I ‘elp you now in the spirit o’ Christmas ‘n’ all, and we agree on a suitable token of thanks later.”

      Imogen looked hotly sceptical.

      “And what exactly is this place you intend to take us to?” I demanded, trying to sound tougher than I felt in that moment, shivering from a blast of cold wind and desperate for a hot drink and warm bed.

      The boy crossed his arms over his chest with a smug expression. “A charity lodging for girls. ‘S not far from ‘ere. Run by a couple of spinsters, the Misses Turvey. I’ll escort you there meself now and make introductions, ‘ow’s that?”

      I could tell Imogen didn’t trust this boy Dobbs, but, like me, was battling a desperate desire to believe there really was a safe, warm room awaiting us out there in the unwelcoming night. On the other hand, there was definitely something fishy about his over-eagerness to help… I felt certain he wouldn’t be going out of his way unless he expected to get something out of the bargain. What if he really intended to lead us right into a den of criminals? From the looks of him, he was more likely to keep sewer rats for company than charitable spinsters.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Dobbs shrugged. “Unless you’ve got a superior offer…” He doffed his hat, bowed low so the shoulders of his oversized coat slid right up around his ears, then straightened up and, returning the hat, turned as if to walk away into the night.

      At the very same moment, a shadowy figure appeared beneath the stone archway to the pub’s entrance. A hulking, ape-like figure, breathing quick, raspy breaths like a rabid animal.

      “Katie,” Imogen breathed in terror, “Is that…?”

      Two bloodshot eyes glowed in the lamplight.

      “Wait!” I lunged for the boy and clasped his shoulder. He stopped and turned his impish, grinning face to me.

      “Dobbs, right? We’ve decided to take you up on your offer after all.”
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      London was silent except for the echoing sound of Dobbs whistling ‘Good King Wenceslas’ merrily to himself as he led us down Fleet Street. Eventually, the dingy, overhanging buildings gave way to well-kept, stately brick ones. Up ahead, an enormous castle-like building rose up against the night sky like something from a fairy tale, and, in the middle of the wide road, an iron dragon perched on top of a tall pedestal as if guarding the way from enemy intruders.

      “What is this place?” I whispered to Imogen as we passed under the dragon’s shadow.

      She peered up from the dragon to the castle. “Oh, I recognise this.”

      “I thought you said you was from London, Miss?” Dobbs said over his shoulder. “To be sure you must know the Royal Courts. All the fancy folk came out for to see the new statue put up for the Queen some years ago.” He nodded towards the dragon statue.

      I moved to get a closer look at the pedestal and noticed the carved figure of a crowned lady holding a sceptre. “Is that Queen Victoria?” I asked.

      Dobbs stopped in his tracks. Now it was his turn to look sceptical. “’Course, it’s Queen Victoria. Who else? The Queen o’ Sheba?”

      Ignoring his sarcasm, I crossed over the road and began searching the pedestal up and down until I found what I was looking for. The letters MDCCCLXXX. I’d studied Latin numbers just last term at school and quickly worked it out. It was the date, the year 1880.

      “I don’t suppose you remember exactly how many years ago this statue went up?” I asked Dobbs.

      He wiped his nose with his dirty fingers. “Matter o’ fact, I do. Was the same year as me mum died o’ the pox. I was seven then, ‘n’ I’m a man o’ twelve now. You can do the sums for yerself.”

      “Five years ago,” I said, then added with a meaningful glare at Imogen. “In the year eighteen-eighty.”

      She caught the look and her eyes grew wide. “Oh. You mean… it’s eighteen-eighty-five?”

      I nodded, then quickly smiled at a confused Dobbs. “Thanks, Dobbs. That’s all I wanted to know. And I’m really sorry about your mum.”

      Dobbs shrugged. “S’a’right. She’s better off in ‘eaven than in the slums, like before. An’ anyway, I’m better off than most o’ the London Arabs who ain’t got no parents, ‘cause I got Betsy, ‘n’ Betsy ‘n’ me, we’re as thick as thieves ‘n’ all.”

      “Did you say Arabs?” Imogen questioned.

      “’S right. Street Arabs. You can’t live in London ‘n’ not know ‘bout us Arabs?”

      “Well apparently you can,” Imogen retorted.

      Dobbs cast an incredulous look over his shoulder. “But there must be ‘undreds, maybe thousands of us. Mind you, we stay ‘idden well enough when we wants to, but still, you can’t miss us. We Arabs is everywhere. Why, we own this city!”

      “By Arabs, do you possibly mean… street children?” Imogen asked in a somewhat softer tone.

      “If you like.” Dobbs answered, walking along in the same confident gait. “Personally, I prefer Arabs, bedouins or the monkey tribe of the metropolis. You can take your pick.”

      Imogen and I shared a look of amazement. “Do you mean,” I asked, “that you and these other Arabs don’t have a home at all? But where do you sleep at night?”

      “Wot, me?” Dobbs puffed his chest out. “We sleep wherever we please. Haycarts, railway carriages, rooftops when the sky’s clear…” He talked as if these arrangements were a great luxury. “It’s the rambling life for us, ain’t it Bess?”

      The bulldog bucked her enormous head and snorted in agreement.

      I didn’t know what to say. Dobbs was the same age as me, a boy of twelve, and hadn’t a soul in the world to care for him, not even a place to call home, just like poor Oliver Twist. I thought all of that was just in books, but here was living proof that such sad things actually happened to children in London once.

      We walked along silently for a bit, then Imogen tried to change the subject. “Your dog looks like she’s seen better days. What happened to her?”

      “’S the other way ‘round, Miss,” Dobbs replied with conviction. “Old Bess ‘as seen worse days, ‘n’ plenty of ‘em. She was bred for the fightin’ pit, see. When she lost a fight, her old master left her in the pit to die. I found her nigh ready to give up the ghost ‘n’ managed to nurse her back to ‘ealth, ‘n’, well, she’s my dog now ‘n’ the best, most loyal dog as a body could wish for.” He stopped long enough to bend down and plant a kiss on the scar-faced bulldog’s slobbery cheek.

      “Will she let me stroke her?” I asked.

      “‘Course!” He laughed. “She’s gentle as a dove to friendly sorts.”

      I bent down and stroked back the bumpy folds on Betsy’s forehead. She was pitiful to look at, but as her doggy eyes, so full of gratitude and contentment, met mine, I felt a lump rise in my throat. All in an instant, my distrust of Dobbs melted away. I straightened up, prepared to follow our guide in full faith. His heroic rescue of Betsy proved him trustworthy in my book.

      The rest of the journey passed in no time with Dobbs telling tales of how he escaped from the workhouse and “took to a company of sailors” who taught him cards and magic tricks, and about the time he hung off the back of an omnibus all the way to the town of St. Albans before the driver noticed him and made him walk the whole way back to London. Only he didn’t. He caught on to the first carriage that passed and rode into town “like the gentleman I am,” as he put it. I forgot all about my numb, wet feet listening to his tales of cunning and adventure, and was just considering whether the life of an Arab was perhaps not so pitiable after all, when we turned a corner and Imogen exclaimed, “It’s Covent Garden! Oh my gosh, I love this place. Mum takes me to the Royal Ballet just up there,” she said, pointing.

      Dobbs crossed his arms over his chequered chest. “I said I’d ‘elp you, no questions asked. But if you don’t mind my askin’, I still can’t see as ‘ow you’re in need o’ charitable lodgings when you’re a regular of the Royal Ballet? ‘Aven’t you got a fine ‘ome of your own to go to on Christmas?” Dobbs wasn’t giving up until he got some answers.

      Imogen sighed, then replied coolly, “Fine. I’ll tell you. My parents went abroad for Christmas and left my cousin and me with our horrible old aunt who beats us. So we ran away to find lodgings until they return. That’s all,” she added with a toss of her hair as if her far-fetched story were perfectly every-day.

      Dobbs accepted the story without the least hesitation. “Glad as ‘eck I ‘aven’t got an aunt like that. Come on then. Place is just around the corner, up ‘ere on Long Acre.”

      “I’ve never seen Covent Garden this quiet,” Imogen observed as we passed the columns and frosted glass of the market pavilion. The wind rattled the panes of glass and howled down the long, empty arcades like a ghost engine pulling into an abandoned train station.

      Dobbs whistled. “Won’t be quiet come mornin’. Christmas Day ‘n’ all, this place’ll be positively ‘eaving with business.”

      I’d almost forgotten! Tomorrow was Christmas. Our adventure to survive the night had driven all the festivity out of my mind. Normally I’d be bubbling over with excitement and unable to sleep on Christmas Eve, but at this point, all I wanted was a bed to fall into.

      “’Ere we are!” He threw out his arms like he’d just performed a conjurer’s trick. “Your lodgings, me ladies.”

      It was a tall, absurdly narrow brick building sandwiched between two larger buildings like a dill pickle between two buns. A sign hung over the front door, in bad need of fresh paint but still legible. Imogen read out the words – The Misses Turveys’ Hostel for Girls of Good Character – then turned to Dobbs and asked, “Are you sure this is the right place?”

      “Wot? You are of good character, ain’t ya? Don’t go tellin’ me after we’ve come all this way that you’re a couple o’ she-pirates.” He looked hopeful.

      “Don’t worry,” I assured him. “We’ll make sure the Misses Turvey don’t find out.”

      

      Dobbs pulled a string on the chipped red door and a bell jingled inside. When a moment passed and nothing happened, Dobbs reached up to pull the bell again. Just as he did so, the door creaked slowly open and two very different faces peeped out at us, each topped with a frilly night cap.

      A pinch-faced lady squinted doubtfully at us. “What is it? What do you mean by disturbing us at this hour, and on Christmas?”

      “Oh Agatha,” the other, a soft, smiling lady, said. “They’re only poor children.”

      Dobbs doffed his top hat and made a sweeping bow. “A Merry Christmas, Miss Turvey. Miss Turvey. Arty Dobbs at your service.” He stepped aside and gestured to the pair of us. “I’ve brought a couple o’ girls o’ the very best character wot as find themselves in need of lodgings. Might you ‘ave any place for ‘em?”

      The pinch-faced Miss Turvey stuck her candlestick through the crack in the door to light up our faces, then dropped the light to look at our clothes. Her eyes widened behind her half-moon spectacles. “From whence, may I ask, do these girls come?”

      Dobbs stepped in and explained the sad story of our abusive aunt. “Won’t be but a few days afore this one’s parents return to London, an’ ‘er pa will be that grateful to you. ‘E’s an important… uh… wot was it, Miss? A fine-nan-seer?”

      “He’s a financier,” Imogen corrected. “And I’m sure he’ll be very happy to pay you for our time here when he returns.”

      Inwardly I cringed, knowing the payment would never come. But from the changed expression on the lady’s face, Imogen’s assurances had done the trick.

      “Oh, well. In that case.” She opened the door and said in a much more genteel tone, “Do come inside, my dears.”

      On the threshold, I stopped and turned back to Dobbs. “But where will you go?” I asked. “You can’t sleep outside in this weather. Couldn’t we ask if you can stay here too?”

      Dobbs looked scandalised. “I can’t stay ‘ere. It’s for girls!” He gestured to the sign as if I were thick. “Don’t worry ‘bout me, Miss. There’s a shed for livestock just the other side of the market–”

      “Livestock?”

      “Ya know wot livestock is, don’t ya? ‘Orses, goats, pigs, sheep…”

      “I know what livestock is,” I interrupted. “But what’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Ah, well, I was gettin’ to that, wasn’t I? Samson – ‘e’s a cart mule wot’s kept in that shed – not treated too well, mind, so ‘e’s always ‘appy to see Bess ‘n’ me.” He scratched his head. “Not that ‘e can see very well. Only got one eye, see?”

      I shook my head. “Wait. So you’re spending the night with a one-eyed cart mule?”

      “’Course!” he said. “Bess ‘n’ me’ll sleep like roy’lty in all that hay.” Before I could say another word, he tipped his hat and leapt down the steps two at a time with Betsy lumbering after him.

      I watched the pair of them disappear into the shadows to the whistled tune of ‘Good King Wenceslas’ and felt a swell of gratitude mixed with amusement. Dobbs had been true to his word. He had helped us without another mention of the ‘token’ for his trouble.

      In the future, Katie, I scolded myself, don’t be so quick to judge a book by its cover.
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      “Come in. Come in. Let us get you out of that snow!” It was the other Turvey sister who now bundled me through the door, throwing her own shawl over my shoulders. We stood just inside the door in a dark, poky hallway at the foot of a dark, narrow staircase.

      The Turvey sisters’ up-lit faces seemed to hover in the darkness, eyeing us. I thought again that the two could not have been more different. The one was long and thin, like stretched taffy. Her large watery eyes blinked at us behind her spectacles as she dabbed her long nostrils with a handkerchief. Her grey hair was pulled so tightly beneath her nightcap that it gave her an even more stretched, dismayed expression.

      The other Turvey sister looked as soft and plump as a peach. Her head hardly reached her sister’s bony shoulder, but her full, round face, framed in little white curls, smiled adoringly up at us. It was she who spoke first.

      “I’m Effie Turvey and this is my sister Agatha, and you are very welcome to our home.” She smiled all the time she spoke. “The house was left to us by our late father, the Reverend Aldous Turvey,” – as if on cue, she raised her candle to light up a portrait on the wall of a sombre-looking man with bushy lambchop sideburns – “who devoted his life to bringing the Good News to the people of China.” Lowering the candle to her rosy face, she continued, “We have dedicated this house to helping poor and needy girls in honour of his memory.” She finished the speech with a little curtsey. “And what might your names be?”

      “I’m Katie,” I answered, and this is my cousin –” Imogen’s stomach gave a magnificent growl.

      “Imogen,” she finished sheepishly.

      With a gasp, Effie took Imogen’s and my hand in each of hers. “Poor lambs! Bless my soul but they look half frozen, do they not, sister?”

      “I’m sure they do, sister,” Agatha croaked, grasping the banister post with one hand and laying the other, which clung to a frilly handkerchief, against her forehead. “I could hardly be expected to notice, my nerves are so very rattled. Of course, I wouldn’t dream of complaining about being woken from a sound sleep in the middle of the night, and at my fragile age. ‘Tis our charitable duty to suffer like the martyrs of old, and,” her watery eyes turned dramatically towards the ceiling, “I count myself a martyr.”

      Effie Turvey released our hands to take her sister’s and pat it, nodding sympathetically. “That’s just what you are, sister. A martyr.”

      “’Tis true.” Agatha nodded piously. “But you’ll not hear a word of complaint from my lips.”

      “No one would dream of it, sister,” Effie assured her.

      “I won’t say a complaining word about it, but my nerves are so severely shaken, I’ve no choice but to return to my rooms.” She turned her enormous blinking eyes towards us. “Effie will show you to your own room and see you settled. She is fortunate not to suffer as I do from such afflictions as nerves.”

      Effie shook her head sorrowfully. “’Tis very hard for you, sister. But never you mind. I’ll see these two sweet angels settled.”

      Agatha stepped lightly onto the first stair, then stopped and turned. “Breakfast is at 8 o’clock sharp if you want it. I spend that hour in private contemplation and prayer, but Effie will see to your needs.” And with that, she climbed the stair with her candle and her head held aloft as if she were ascending the heavenly stairway.

      Effie led us along the poky corridor to the back of the house, then down an even pokier flight of stairs and into a draughty cellar kitchen with stone floors and a small, smoking fire.

      Imogen and I were seated side by side on a wooden bench at a long table. We watched while Effie, after tying an apron over her nightgown, bustled between a small cupboard and the feeble little fire and, like a fairy godmother, conjured up a loaf of bread, a hunk of cheese and two steaming bowls of leek and potato soup.

      “Now, don’t you waste any ladylike airs on me. You’re hungry, so you slurp up that soup as quick as you can.” She leant down and added in a whisper, “Besides, Agatha’s not here to know.”

      We thanked her, then did just as she ordered us, plunging our spoons into the hot soup and slurping it up. Only when I’d finished the bowl did I sit up to enjoy the wonderful sensation of thawing insides. Effie watched us with delight.

      “It was delicious,” I said after slurping up the last bit of broth, which made her beam all the more.

      “Well, I suspect now you’re fed, a warm bed is what you need most. Your room is right at the top of the house, but when the fire is stoked, ‘tis as snug a little room as you could wish for.”

      She led us up the creaky flight of stairs to a landing where she put her finger to her lips and mouthed “Agatha.” We tiptoed past the door behind which Agatha was already snoring like a bear, then followed up another flight of even creakier stairs to the attic. Effie pushed open the door into a tiny room with slanted ceilings, a bed and a miniature desk. It was cold, but in no time she had a fire going in the grate and the room became friendly and snug in its glow, just as she’d said.

      “Now,” she brushed her hands off as she rose from the hearth and smiled. “You’ve a candle allowance of two per day. Tapers and matches are kept in the desk. And you’ll find two nightgowns laid out on the bed. As for day clothes … I suppose what you’re wearing is all you have?” Her eyes flitted over the damp short skirts, tights and sweaters we’d travelled in. “Your garments are of a most … interesting fashion. But perhaps you’d be more comfortable in something else? I’ll just have a look in our charity cupboard. We’ve just had a delivery from the girls’ school, so I’m sure we’ll find something to suit you both. Leave it to me.”

      We thanked Effie again as she left, glowing all the way out the door. Once we were alone, we wasted no time in pulling off our wet things and getting into the woollen nightgowns left out for us, along with floppy little nightcaps. We pulled them on, then looked at each other and laughed.

      “Welcome to jolly old England!” Imogen said, pantomiming a curtsey. “Let’s see what 1885 looks like from here.” She creaked across the floor to the window and knelt on a stool. “It’s awfully grubby,” she said, using the outside of her fist to wipe clear a portion of the soot-coated glass. “But what’s a little grime?”

      I flopped onto the bed. “I never thought I’d hear you say that.”

      She looked mischievously over her shoulder. “After sleeping beside a muddy river night after night last October, this is nothing.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that, actually. I mean about what happened in Nickajack … I just can’t work out how it all fits with this time. We got here by following one of Ramona’s clues from her sketches,” I began, hoping to untangle my thoughts by speaking them out loud. “Our mission is to find Ramona. She’s the key to getting home, but also to this whole great puzzle of why I time travel.” – with every word, I felt more certain, and my pulse rushed a little faster –“She must be here, Im. I just know it.” I caught her eye and paused. “Are you smiling?”

      “I can’t help it,” she said, grinning. “I know it sounds mad, but ever since we got back from 1828, I’ve kind of been wishing it would happen again. That trip was the best time of my life.”

      I could hardly believe my ears. “You do remember how we nearly died on several occasions? And snakes. There were lots of snakes.”

      “That just goes to show how this time is going to be even better. No snakes in England!”

      I couldn’t help laughing, in spite of my nervous pulse. “I’m glad you’re here, Im. I never thought you would remind me to relax and enjoy the adventure.”

      She shrugged. “Well, I learned that lesson from a very wise cousin of mine. But enough sentiment. My feet are cold.” She tiptoed back across the creaky floorboards and climbed under the blanket. “Now, where do we start to solve this stolen painting mystery, Watson?”

      “Right, the painting.” I rubbed my palms together, eager to dive into a fresh, new mystery. “Who would steal a painting on Christmas Eve night?”

      After a pause of pin-drop silence, Imogen said, “We don’t exactly have much to go on…”

      “You’re right,” I admitted. “And not much to go on to find Ramona either. This city is huge. But…” – I pulled my satchel into my lap – “hopefully the sketchbook will lead us in the right direction.” Throwing open the bag’s flap, I reached in and froze.

      “What’s wrong?” Imogen leaned forward to peer inside the bag.

      My mind drew a blank so that all I could say was, “It’s not here.”

      “What’s not?”

      “The sketchbook. I had it in my bag and now it’s gone. There’s only this.” I pulled out a piece of splintered wood that was roughly the size of the sketchbook and held it up in horrified disbelief.

      Imogen frowned at the imposter piece of wood. “When’s the last time you saw the book?”

      I closed my eyes, trying to remember. “When that boy, Arty Dobbs asked if… Wait a second.” My stomach sank. “Surely he didn’t…”

      “What?” Imogen urged. “You don’t think he…?”

      Slowly, with a sickly feeling creeping into my stomach, I nodded. “You saw the way he was eyeing it. He must have stolen it.” The chunk of wood dropped to my lap. “And to think I trusted him all because of his dog rescue story.”

      “That little weasel!” Imogen snarled, punching her palm with her fist. “Just wait ‘til we meet again.” She made a violent face as she strangled an imaginary neck in front of her.

      “Without that sketchbook, we have nothing to go on,” I said, letting my head collapse into my hands.

      “Oh, we’ll get it back. You’ll see,” Imogen said through her gritted teeth. “Arty Dobbs is about to find out just how bricky I am.”
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      I fell asleep that night fuming. If Arty Dobbs wasn’t pricked by his conscience, I hoped at the very least he was out there somewhere sleeping in cold manure and being pricked by bits of frozen hay. It was too much to stomach how he had pulled the wool over my eyes and stolen from me in cold blood. But if I was angry at Dobbs, I was even angrier with myself. I, who was supposed to be a seasoned detective by now, had fallen for his tricks like a mouse for the old cheese-on-a-trap trick.

      I don’t know when I fell asleep, but I woke with a start to the bizarre and unexpected crow of a rooster and the frosted window glistening from pale morning rays. It took a few blinking moments to remember where I was – a rooster in London? – before the memories of my stolen sketchbook came back to me, and all my anger came flowing back with it until I was wide awake and ready to pounce.

      I shook Imogen’s shoulder.

      She might as well have been a brick.

      “Merry Christmas!”

      Miraculously, one of her eyes peeled open and searched around the room.

      I gave her a minute to re-orient herself before asking, “Ready to catch a thief?”

      At that, her eyes opened wide and, in a most un-Imogen-like fashion, she threw off the blanket and sprang out of bed. Then, with a gasp, she jumped back into the bed and flung the cover over her legs. “It’s freezing!” she stammered, teeth chattering.

      There was a tap on the door. Effie Turvey’s round, rosy face appeared, topped with a lacy, lilac mopcap. “Oh, good. I was afraid of waking you.”

      She backed into the room carrying a big, wicker hamper. “Merry Christmas, dears. I’ve picked out a few items from the charitable donations for you. I hope they’ll do.”

      She set down the hamper and began to poke the fire. “The basin’s on the desk if you want a wash. Most of the other girls have already taken to the streets to look for the day’s work, but there are still plenty of currant buns – a little Christmas treat – and a pot of hot coffee in the kitchen. Now, I’ll leave you to it. I must tend to poor Agatha. It seems her rheumatism is keeping her in bed this morning, poor lamb. And on Christmas!” Her smile dropped for just a moment in which she looked on the verge of tears; but the next second her chirpiness returned. “Do help yourselves, my dears.”

      We wished her a merry Christmas and thanked her for the clothes as she backed out of the room nodding her frilly head.

      “Did she say the other girls had gone out to find work?” Imogen looked scandalised. On Christmas?” She shook her head as she tiptoed across the chilled floorboards to kneel on the hearth mat and began picking through the clothes hamper.

      “I guess Christmas isn’t a day off for poor people in 1885,” I answered, leaning on the window ledge and peering down at the bustling scene below. “And you know what that means?”

      Imogen dropped the plaid dress she had been considering and twisted around. “What does it mean?”

      I turned to face her. “It means, Arty Dobbs has more than likely already hit the streets as well. There’s no time to lose if we’re ever going to find him.”

      Imogen snorted. “I wouldn’t worry too much. He’s pretty recognisable with that ridiculous top hat, those dumbo ears and that mangy dog always at his side. Not to mention he must reek of livestock after having a sleepover with them.”

      “I’m not so sure.” I gestured her towards the window.

      Her perplexed face fell as soon as she gazed out. “Oh crumbs!” The deserted streets from last night had transformed into something of a carnival. Covent Garden Market vibrated with life: carriages, carts, people and animals.

      Imogen pushed herself away from the window and cracked her knuckles. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get Victorian.”

      

      Somewhere, church bells clanged the nine o’clock hour as we left the Misses Turveys’ Hostel for Girls of Good Character to join the London mobs, and did we ever look the part. Imogen wore a violet dress with pearly buttons up the front, and I’d chosen a simple blue chequered one with a fat blue ribbon around the waste. Once we wrapped our torsos with crocheted shawls and stuffed hot currant buns into our dress pockets to warm our hands as we set out into the frosty streets, we were armed and ready to hunt our criminal.

      Shutters still covered the shop windows, but that didn’t stop street sellers from making the most of the festive mood to sell their goods.

      “Holly and Ivy for your doorways! Mistletoe for the Missus!” a woman shouted as she swayed from door to door with a basket of greenery perched on her hip.

      Across the road, a man pushed a cart full of dead birds along the bumpy cobbles. “Get your Christmas goose! Fattest birds you’ll find in London!”

      A pair of cantering horses brought a carriage careening in his direction. He swerved, sending a puff of white feathers into the air, swirling about like giant snowflakes.

      “Drive on!” a smartly dressed man inside the carriage called out. The driver gave a choked “YA!” as he batted away the attacking feathers.

      “How are we supposed to find one boy in all this madness?”

      I was busy searching hopelessly for an answer when a shrill whistle blew. A policeman with a blue uniform and tall hat was darting through the crowds and carts in the middle of the street, heading in our direction.

      “Stop that crook!” he shouted, pointing at someone a little way ahead of him. It didn’t take long to discover who it was. A tatty top hat was weaving its way through the crowded street, darting madly this way, then that, like a kite caught in a gale. The hat turned behind what appeared to be a sort of horse-drawn bus and disappeared.

      Recalling Dobbs’s boastful tales of omnibus getaways, I deduced that the horse-drawn vehicle must be an omnibus, which meant it was very likely…

      “Come on,” I said, grabbing Imogen’s hand and plunging headfirst into the current of shoppers and sellers.

      Keeping up with the omnibus was not difficult. It stopped several times to let people on and off. We kept a close distance, watching for any sign of a top hat or a bulldog getting off each time it stopped.

      The bus started off again, and we started after it when Imogen threw out her hand. “Wait, it’s turning.” We watched as the bus turned down a side street. Sure enough, there, hanging off a hand rail, was the unmistakable Arty Dobbs, and there on the back step sat his loyal partner in crime, Betsy. Dobbs held an apple in his free hand, chomping off mouthfuls as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      “Hey!” a policeman across the street shouted out. We weren’t the only ones to spot the fugitive when the bus turned its broadside to our view. Dobbs tossed the apple, raised a hand to his hat, and pushed himself down out of sight.

      “Ugh, great! He’s giving them the slip,” I groaned. “If we hurry, we can get in front of the bus and ambush him when he gets off.”

      Paying no attention to the scandalised expressions of well-to-do passers-by, we hoisted up our long skirts to slosh across the slushy road as quickly as we could. Then we darted down the side road after the omnibus, passed it and slipped in a narrow side alley between two tall buildings to wait out our prey.

      Imogen peered around the corner.

      “Can you see him?” I panted.

      “Yup. He’s… oh! He’s getting off! He’s coming this way. Get ready to grab him.”

      Dobbs’s clear-toned whistle came first, growing louder by the second and accompanied by Betsy’s snorts. So, he was taking an “act natural” approach to throw off the police.

      Imogen held up a finger and mouthed silently, “One-two-THREE!”

      On three, we both sprang from our hiding place, grabbed whatever bit of Dobbs’s clothing we could get our hands on, and yanked him into the alley.

      Imogen, who was taller and stronger than the gangly street boy, pinned him up against the brick wall by his coat collar. The violent action brought out a side of Betsy we had not seen before. She growled low and bucked her hind legs as if about to charge Imogen. I froze, worried that Dobbs might give the signal to attack.

      “He went this way!” a voice shouted from the road. Footsteps were running in our direction.

      “Shush, girl,” Dobbs whispered hoarsely. “Play dead.” To my relief, Betsy whimpered and flopped over on her side. The policemen, meanwhile, were getting close.

      Dobbs cast me a pleading look. “You wouldn’t give me away to them square-keepers, now would’ya? Not after I ‘elped you out of a fix ‘n’ all?” Now he was at our mercy, his bravado was deflating like a balloon shot by a blowgun dart.

      Imogen gave me a quick nod. I nodded back, then stepped out of the alleyway just in time to meet the pair of policemen. They pulled up short when they saw me.

      “Are you looking for a boy in a hat with a dog?” I asked.

      “Tha’s right,” one of them answered. His red face sparkled with perspiration. “Stole from the grocer. You see which way he went?”

      I nodded. “He crossed the street, I think, then headed back to the main road.”

      The red-faced policeman grimaced at his partner. “I told you he’d have a trick up his sleeve. That one’s a right skilamalink. Manages to slip through our fingers every time. But just you wait.” He shook his fist at an imaginary Dobbs. “Your fun is comin’ to an end, ye young ruffian.” He tipped his hat to me with a “Ta, miss,” and the pair of them turned on their heels and chugged and huffed back the way they’d come.

      No sooner had I ducked back into the alley than Dobbs gave a low whistle. “Well, fancy meetin’ the two of you ‘ere. Why ‘tis jus’ like a Christmas miracle, make no mistake. An’ if I may say, you’re both lookin’ much better for the night’s rest.” His wide, mouth stretched into a sheepish, crooked grin. Imogen kept him pinned to the wall with her fists at his throat.

      “I’ll tell you what,” he went on, his confidence not the least bit deflated. “Being the generous businessman that I am, I’ll call us even now, on account of your ‘elp. We can forget all about that little token we was to agree on. What do you say, an ‘elping hand for an ‘elping hand?” He struck out his dirty hand to Imogen as if expecting her to shake it.

      She simpered and released her grasp on his collar. Taking his out-held hand in hers, she yanked it hard so the two of them were nose to nose. “You call that even? Not even close. You stole something from us.”

      Dobbs looked scared, then wounded. “Wot? Me? Steal from a couple o’ gentle ladies such as yourselves? Me? The gallant gentleman who went out of me way to find shelter for ye just last night? Me, who never took wot wasn’t mine in all me life –”

      “Oh please. Give it a rest.” Imogen kept Dobbs fixed with her steel blue eyes and iron grip on his hand. “Search him, Katie,” she ordered.

      I rummaged through the pockets of his coat, his trousers and the little cloth bag he wore slung over one shoulder. What I found was a walking curiosity shop. His pockets were stuffed with handkerchiefs, wallets, rings, plums, coins …  I pulled out a lacy hanky with flowers and initials embroidered in pink and held it up to his face. “This is yours?”

      Dobbs shrugged sheepishly. “Wot? I like fine things as much as the next gent.”

      I stuffed the lacy hanky into his coat lapel. “All right. Where’s the sketchbook?”

      Dobbs pretended to be perplexed. “Skitch… sketch… wot was it?”

      “The leather folder you stole from us,” Imogen growled, tightening her grip on his hand so he winced. “Hand it over now or we’ll call those policeman back over here and see what they make of your collection of fine things.”

      Dobbs took the threat to heart. His confidence drained along with the colour in his flushed cheeks. “Thing is I… I don’t ‘ave it anymore.”

      Imogen gave his hand another hard squeeze. “Liar.”

      “That’s the honest truth! I admit I took it, but… I sold it.”

      Imogen looked ready to pound his lights out. “Sold it? You little—”

      “Wait a second, Im.” I stepped between them and gave Dobbs a hard, squinting stare. For all we knew, this might be another one of his cunning acts, and I wasn’t about to fall for it again. “How could you have sold it? It’s Christmas Day. The shops are all closed.”

      “Christmas don’t stop ‘im doin’ business, do it?” he answered enigmatically.

      Imogen and I exchanged a confused look.

      “Stop who?” I demanded.

      “The one wot I sold your sketchbook-fingy to.” He lowered his voice as if in deference. “The Old Bargeman.”

      “The who?”

      “The Old Bargeman,” he repeated more loudly. “Calls ‘imself Capt’n Nemo. Buys and collects all manner of art ‘n’ antiques ‘n’ fings.”

      Imogen grabbed Dobbs by the collar again and looked him square in the eye. “Now you listen to me. You’re going to take us to this bargeman, Captain whatever-he’s-called, and explain that that sketchbook was not yours to sell.”

      Dobbs laughed nervously. “Can’t do that, miss.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Imogen, you’ve got a louder voice than I have. Call for the police, will you?”

      “With pleasure.” She cleared her throat.

      “Wait!” Dobbs hung his head in defeat. “A’right. I’ll take ya to ‘im.”
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      “What is that smell?” Imogen pinched her nose as we carefully stepped over a pile of horse manure in the road. “And how do people live in all this soot?”

      Dobbs shrugged. “’S just London, innit? When’s the last time you was ‘ere?”

      “I live here, remember?”

      “Don’t you never look out the winda?”

      “Of course I look out the window. It’s just… a lot cleaner where I live.”

      Imogen grimaced at some smoke stacks rising up on our right, churning out black clouds that circled the city’s spires and church towers and sat stagnant, like a swamp in the sky. On the road, last night’s snow had been all churned up by cartwheels so that nothing remained but muddy, smelly slush.  And if that wasn’t bad enough, Dobbs had led us to a dirty shipping yard littered with boxes, barrels, rat-chewed rope and termite-eaten old boats.

      “Where exactly are we, Dobbs?” I questioned, starting to feel the slightest bit concerned that now at last he might be leading us to a den of thugs.

      “Ain’t you never been to King’s Cross afore?” Dobbs sounded incredulous again.

      Imogen squinted at the buildings as we picked our way through the shipping yard. “If this is King’s Cross, where’s the train station?”

      In answer, a shrill whistle belted out of the nearby fog. The next second, a dim light shone through the mist, growing ever brighter until a great, black, roaring steam engine erupted into view. It chugged, picked up speed and soon disappeared again into the murky fog beyond.

      “Station’s that way.” Dobbs pointed in the direction from which the train had come. “But we ain’t goin’ there. Our business is in the canal.”

      We followed along as Dobbs meandered through the crates, chains and other junkyard objects and brought us to a towpath along the canal. A dense blanket of mist lay over the water and patches of thick ice drifted on its sluggish current. Nothing else moved down stream except for a pair of ducks and the odd swan, but a number of river barges were moored along the canal’s sides. Most looked abandoned, but one – a handsome, crimson one with gold trim – showed signs of life. Its chimney pipe smoked and the sound of violin music drifted from its one round window.

      “That’ll be the Cap’n.” Dobbs nodded towards the barge with a look of apprehension. “’S not too late to turn back and call it a day,” he added with a hint of hopefulness that struck me as suspicious.

      I squinted at him. “You’re not really frightened of this old bargeman person, are you? You just want us to forget this whole venture so you don’t lose out.”

      Dobbs chewed his chapped bottom lip sheepishly but said nothing.

      “Well, I hate to break it to you, but I’m not leaving here without those sketches. So stop being a scaredy cat and lead us to that boat,” I added for good measure.

      “Scaredy cat? Me?” Dobbs’s face tensed up as if he were wrestling with himself until he exploded. “A’right, a’right. I admit it. I was just ‘oping you’d change your mind about the sketchemy-fingy. I’ll take you to ‘im.” He stepped down onto the icy towpath and spoke over his shoulder. “Mind you, the Cap’n ain’t the jolliest chap as you’re like to meet. Fact is, he’s got the morbs. Keeps to ‘imself mostly. But I reckon he’s pretty well harmless.” With that, Dobbs skipped and skidded along the towpath like a champion figure skater while Betsy did her best to stay at his heels while her elephant-like feet slid out from under her.

      Imogen and I hung back as Dobbs approached the barge, removed his hat, rubbed down his shock of hair and rapped on the door with his raw, red knuckles.

      Deafening barks answered from inside, muting the violin music. A second later, the door pushed open and a yapping black Labrador’s slick head appeared. We couldn’t see the bargeman, but we heard him shout from inside, “Stand down, Alpheus. It’s only Dobbs, you half-crazed mongrel.” The dog obediently tucked its head back inside. The voice spoke again. “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon, Mr. Dobbs. What have you brought me this time?”

      I had expected a different kind of voice from someone called “the old bargeman”, harsher, gruffer. But from what I could hear, he spoke very correctly and softly.

      “As it ‘appens, Cap, I’ve brought along a couple o’ ladies wot ‘as got a matter o’ business to discuss with yourself.”

      There was a pause.

      “Ladies, you say? I’m not in the habit of entertaining ladies, but if it is genuinely a matter of business…”

      Dobbs gave us a quick nod, then crossed a little plank of wood that served as a makeshift gangplank and disappeared inside the barge.

      Imogen and I looked at each other.

      “You sure about this?” she asked.

      “I’m sure I have to get back those sketches.”

      She nodded.

      I stepped first onto the slick plank of wood, bracing myself against the boat’s side. Walking on an icy plank was ten times harder in Victorian boots and with a petticoat blocking the view of my next step.

      I nearly lost my footing when, behind me, Imogen gasped. “Holy smokes! Katie, look.”

      She was staring at the barge where I’d just laid my hand. It was partly covering some words painted in gold cursive. I moved my hand away to read it: Bella Ramona.

      My stomach lurched. Ramona? This was the last place I’d expected to see the name that had been turning over in my mind for months now. The very name I had been hoping to hear since we had arrived here in Victorian London. Could we really have stumbled upon a clue?

      “You were right,” Imogen said. “Seems the sketches have led us to the right place.”

      “We’ll soon find out,” I whispered. My spine tingled with excitement as I stepped down into the barge.

      Inside, the air was close, warm and smelled of woodfire smoke.

      As my eyes adjusted to the dimness, a figure appeared in front of me, tall but stooped over due to the low ceiling. “There are seats by the fire. I’ll put on the kettle,” he said in the same soft voice.

      Though my head could nearly have brushed the ceiling if I stood on tiptoe, the boat felt twice as big from the inside. A small foyer with hangers for hats and coats led to a cosy living room with a burning woodstove where the bargeman knelt over a copper kettle. Whatever lay beyond the main cabin – I guessed it was Captain Nemo’s sleeping quarters – was hidden behind a curtain.

      Small though the Captain’s home was, every last bit of space – walls, ceiling and floor – displayed the oddest assortment of things: shelves lined with inkwells of every shape, a collection of Chinese fans displayed on the wall, figurine soldiers and antique maps, an easel in the corner with a half-finished painting.

      Though my eyes wanted to carry on roving over all the eccentric bits and bobs, they kept returning to that unfinished painting of a girl in a simple, white dress standing in a grassy meadow. Only her back was visible, her long, black hair falling in waves to her waist. Her brown hands were lifted up to the sky, as if she were praying. My eyes wandered to a little desk beside the easel. There lay Ramona’s sketches, all strewn about as if the bargeman had been looking through them.

      “Shiver me timbers!”

      I jumped, interrupted from my observations by a loud croaking voice and the sound of flapping wings.

      “Walk the plank, scurvy dog!”

      An enormous raven was swinging from a perch hung from a ceiling beam.

      “Don’t mind Billy Bones. Intelligent, but it seems he can’t be taught manners,” the bargeman said as he set a tray with mismatched tea mugs on an upturned crate beside the fire. It was not until he came towards me balancing a cup and saucer that I noticed the bargeman’s right toes turned severely inwards causing him to walk with a limp. I smiled and took the cup, trying to act as though I hadn’t observed the disability.

      “Walk the plank, scurvy dog!” the raven squawked again.

      The two dogs, stretched out happily in front of the wood stove, raised their heads. The Captain, however, ignored the insult and gestured to some stools placed around the tea things. He waited for the three of us to be seated, then limped over to a high-backed armchair, sat with a grunt of pain, then took a pipe from his waistcoat pocket and began filling it. I stole a glance at him over my tea mug as the embers lit up his dark face.

      He was handsome, I thought, in a stern, pirate-like way. His hair, which had been dark but was greying at the temples, was pulled back into a ponytail. It was hard to tell his age through his thick black beard and heavy eyebrows, which hovered like two thunderclouds over stormy eyes.

      What with the bad leg, the black beard and the burgundy handkerchief tied around his throat, I almost felt that we really were aboard a pirate ship, inside the captain’s quarters. It was giving me a terribly hot, prickly feeling as I sat there stewing beside the wood stove.

      The captain didn’t speak for what felt like a long time. He just crossed his legs and smoked his pipe as if we weren’t there at all. I wondered if perhaps he was waiting for us to speak, so I said the thing weighing on my mind. Clearing my throat, I casually observed, “It’s an interesting name for a barge, Bella Ramona. Did you name it after someone in particular?”

      He blew smoke from his nostrils. “Just had a nice ring to it is all. Better than, say, Bella Bertha.” A very slight smile flickered on his lips and vanished.

      Intuition told me he was concealing something. “Then… you don’t know anyone by the name Ramona?”

      His eyes narrowed. “What sort of business was it you wanted to discuss?”

      Dobbs, who seemed even more fidgety and nervous than I felt, piped up. “It’s a bit o’ business, like I said, Cap’n. Regardin’ that leather folder I sold ya last night.”

      “What about it?” the Captain grumbled impatiently.

      Dobbs whistled, then laughed nervously, then actually seemed at a loss for words.

      “The thing is,” I started, still trying to sound casual, “the sketchbook Dobbs sold you didn’t actually belong to him. It belonged to me, and he…” I glanced at Dobbs who was chewing his bottom lip fiercely. “We had a bit of a… misunderstanding. I didn’t technically give him permission to sell it. So, we’ve come to ask if we might… just… have it back… please?”

      The bargeman leaned forward in his chair, fiddling with a gold ring on his little finger. “Well now, let’s see. I paid good money for that leather, and how was I to know it wasn’t lawfully acquired by Mr. Dobbs here? If I give it back, I lose out on business. Buying and trading, that’s how I make my living, Miss…”

      “Watson,” I said.

      “Well then, Miss Watson, you see my predicament.” He never raised his voice, but something in his soft, persistent way of speaking made me horribly uneasy.

      I swallowed, determined to stand my ground. “Then Dobbs will pay you back your money. Right Dobbs?”

      Dobbs cast an anxious look from me to the bargeman and back. “Can’t, Miss,” he whispered.

      “Why not?” I whispered back, though I was quite sure the bargeman could hear every word.

      “’Cause… I spent it. Them apples an’ things them bobbies was chasin’ me for weren’t stole. I bought ‘em fair an’ square.”

      “Except you didn’t,” Imogen said in a voice intended for all to hear. “You bought them with money you made selling stolen goods.”

      Dobbs raised his palms helplessly. “Sorry, Miss. Can’t very well sell back them apples now, can I? Wot I ‘adn’t already et up or gave to Samson - ya know, my unfortunate mule friend – I dropped in the chase.”

      I could tell Imogen was only just restraining herself from putting Dobbs back into a chokehold. A lot of good that would do. It was clear Captain Nemo would not give in unless there was something in it for him. I looked down at the satchel in my lap. In it were most of my greatest treasures in the world: my detective notebook, Ramona’s sketches (until Dobbs got his smudgy hands on them), and the Serpent Stone. The stone was a little piece of Cherokee Country, a reminder of Wattie, Ka-Ti, Jim and the others. But the sketches, they were more than just keepsakes. They were my connection to Ramona, my only hope of finding her. I knew what I had to do.

      “Mr.… sorry, Captain Nemo, perhaps we can make a trade?”

      He sat back and stroked his beard. “What did you have in mind?”

      I opened my satchel, felt for the stone and lay it on my open palm for him to see.

      Nemo leaned in closer, took one look and laughed. “A rock for a leather folder? Not really a fair trade, is it?”

      “It isn’t just a rock,” I persisted. “It’s a legendary Native American stone, supposed to possess great magic.” The frown on his face made me regret mentioning the magic bit. “Well, anyway,” I fumbled, “It’s a unique artefact, so it must be worth more than an ordinary piece of leather.”

      Captain Nemo sat back and began to turn the ring ‘round and ‘round his finger again. “I might agree, Miss Watson. If…”

      “If what?” Imogen asked impatiently.

      He stopped turning the ring and wove his fingers together. “If it were just an ordinary piece of leather. But as it happens, that leather folder is full of rather extraordinary sketches, which makes me reckon there must be an extraordinary story as to how you came by it.” He watched me intently.

      This was my chance to watch him too, to find out what he wasn’t telling us. “Those sketches belonged to a woman. A woman with the same name as your boat.”

      I saw his eyes flicker as I said it. “Are you sure you’ve never met anyone by that name?”

      Every muscle in his face was tensed. I couldn’t tell if it was anger or pain in the lines between his eyebrows, but his voice was stone cold. “What if I have? What’s she to you?”

      “She’s… a relation,” I answered, trying to keep the surge of excitement from gushing up into my voice. I had been right. The boat’s name was no coincidence. He knew Ramona.

      “A relation?” He looked at me suspiciously. “You don’t look like her much.”

      And now he had just admitted it. “We’re… cousins. Distant cousins. On my father’s side.” I couldn’t stand it anymore. I had to ask. “Do you know where I can find her?”

      His eyes fixed on mine for another second, then dropped. “I can’t help you. I knew her once, but that was long, long ago. I’ve not seen her or heard of her since.”

      With that, he pushed himself out of his chair and reached for his walking cane. But as he stood, his eyes betrayed him, flickering momentarily towards the half-finished painting on the easel.

      I was on my feet without realising it. “It’s her, isn’t it?”

      He didn’t turn around. “Like I said, it was long ago. Before she left.”

      Left? My heart did a somersault. “But when did she leave? And where did she go?”

      The bargeman whirled around, his eyes flaming with anger. “I’ve told you, haven’t I? I don’t know. I can’t help you. You want to know what became of her? Ask Phineas Webb.” He turned his back to me again and braced himself on the little desk that held the scattered sketches.

      It took a few trembling breaths before I could ask, “Who is Phineas Webb?”

      It was Dobbs that answered. “Ah, come off it, Miss. You’re ‘aving a laugh! Who doesn’t know the most famous painter in all of Britain? Maybe the whole world!”

      Captain Nemo gave a mirthless laugh. “Yes, yes. A man of timeless genius! The most celebrated talent of our age!” His raised voice was as icy as the canal’s waters, then it dropped and he mumbled to himself as he hobbled to the back of the boat. “His ship may have come in, but we have our barge. The River is our Kingdom. We may not live in halls of marble, but still we have some pretty ornaments… we have our freedom and our dignity. Two treasures he doesn’t understand. Well, his day is coming. You can tell him that!”

      He shouted the last bit at us, as if we were meant to deliver the message. Then he carried on mumbling to himself as he disappeared behind the curtain. Imogen was giving me a look that said, “Let’s get out of here quick.”

      I had no doubt there was much more this Captain Nemo could tell us, but if I pushed him any further, it seemed he was likely to crack. I didn’t fancy finding out just how mad he could get while we were stuck within the confines of his boat.

      Hesitantly, I lay the serpent stone on the little desk – as much as it made me sick to part with it, I had made a offer to Nemo, and I was going to keep my part of it – then I stepped towards the closed curtain and cleared my throat. “Thank you, Captain. We should really be going…”

      “Yea,” Imogen echoed. “Now you’ve got that lovely snake stone to add to your collection, so why don’t we just take these old sketches and leave you to enjoy your things…”

      She had just gathered up the sketches and handed them to me when the curtain was whipped back. Captain Nemo loomed in the doorway. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” he said in his old, polite tone; but his eyes were wild.

      I suddenly noticed the floor beneath my feet was rattling, as if the barge had come to life like a dragon woken from slumber. It sent a chill of panic up my spine that made me whirl around for the door.

      Captain Nemo advanced, his eyes fixed on the sketchbook. “You see, Miss Watson,” – He moved between me and the way out – “What’s inside that book is worth a lot more to me than leather. I’ve waited a long, long time… I’m not about to let a treasure like that leave this barge.”

      My fingers tightened around the folder. “But we’re not leaving without it.”

      “Then have a seat. It’s going to be a long journey.” He pushed past me and threw back the curtain to reveal the part of the barge that had been hidden: an open door that led to an outer deck with a steering stick. Inside was a coal engine, and it was burning.

      The Captain ducked out the door and hobbled up to the steering deck. He was visible from the waist down only, but I could see him manoeuvring the steering stick and felt the boat responding.

      “Katie, look!” Imogen pointed to the small, round window. “We’re moving down the canal.”

      Sure enough, we were drifting away from the mooring; slowly, yes, but once we reached the middle of the canal, there would be no getting off that boat.

      “Now’s our only chance to get out of here,” I whispered to Imogen. “Quick, to the other door.”

      But before we could take a step, Captain Nemo returned to the cabin, a rope coiled over one shoulder.

      “Dobbs, do me the favour of securing our friends here. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      He tossed the rope to Dobbs who caught it in both hands. Now we were caught between a kidnapper and a crook. There was no way out.

      Dobbs frowned at the rope in his hands for a moment then shook his head. “Can’t ‘elp you there, Cap’n.”

      “What do you mean?” Nemo hobbled over to him and seized the rope. “Man the aft, then. I’ll do it myself.”

      That was when Arty Dobbs decided to play the hero instead of the crook. With one slick movement, he kicked the walking stick out of the bargeman’s grip so that the man toppled over and crashed against the wall.

      “Walk the plank, scurvy dog!” Billy Bones screeched as the Captain pushed himself up, cursing, only to take another tumble over Alpheus who had come to his master’s aid and was worrying in circles at his feet.

      “Wot are you waitin’ for!” Dobbs waved us to follow him to the aft. “Let’s split, afore we drifts any farther!”

      We scrambled up onto the steering deck where Dobbs grasped the stick and pulled back hard. “Hoist that gangplank, ‘n’ quick!”

      I found the plank of wood and slid it towards the bank. The end just reached, but we were still drifting, and angry, uneven footsteps were approaching from within the boat.

      “Well don’t just ‘ang about, get goin’!”

      Imogen scuttled across the moving gangplank; then it was my turn. “What about you and Besty?” I called to Dobb.

      “Ah, that ol’ blighter won’t ‘urt us.” No sooner had he said it, the Captain’s enraged face appeared in the doorway. He hobbled with amazing speed up onto the deck and grabbed Dobbs by the collar.

      Before I could move, Betsy was there, her jaws locked on the Captain’s trousers, tugging with all her bullish strength.

      “Katie, hurry up, it’s about to fall!” Imogen screeched from the towpath.

      I turned back. The barge was drifting faster now, the gap widening by the second. With a gasp, I clutched the sketchbook and rushed across the gangplank, jumping onto solid ground just before the piece of wood plopped into the water.

      A much louder splash followed.

      “Oh no,” I gasped, expecting to see Dobbs’s top hat bobbing in the canal. Instead, Captain Nemo spluttered and flailed in the half-frozen water. He had pulled away from Betsy’s iron jaws all right, but it had sent him over the rail and into the canal.

      Dobbs cast him a rope, then called over his shoulder at us, “Don’t worry! Bess & me’ll see he don’t drown. Now run for it!”

      Imogen ran on, but I hesitated.

      “Come on, Katie,” she urged. “You heard him.”

      I didn’t feel right abandoning Dobbs. He had the upper hand now, but would Nemo try to kill him after the boy reeled him back to safety? Dobbs seemed confident he wouldn’t, and besides, the man would be too cold and weary to catch a slick squirrel like Dobbs. Reassured, I turned and sped after Imogen, the excitement of our escape making me reckless as I pulled up my skirt and jumped over bits of scrap in the shipping yard. I didn’t even notice the pile of horse manure until my foot landed in it. I slid before falling hard on my tailbone. The sketchbook flew out of my grasp; the sketches went everywhere.

      Seeing stars from the pain, I turned over onto my knees and started gathering the sketches as quickly as I could.

      “Are you all right?” Imogen had run back to help me.

      “Fine,” I winced. “I just don’t want to lose a single…” My hand landed on a piece of parchment – the sketch of the old woman at St. Paul’s – and froze. Pinning a corner of the parchment to the ground was the toe of a large, shiny black shoe. My eyes travelled slowly upward, finally coming to land on the face of Detective-Inspector Sherringdon Janklow.

      As he peered down his beak-like nose at me, one of his eyebrows rose high above the other. “How nice to see you again, Miss Watson. I dare to say a little chat is in order. Wouldn’t you agree?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            A Reasonable Conclusion

          

        

      

    

    
      We rattled along the mist-shrouded, cobbled streets of London in a hansom cab. Glancing out the window, I could just make out the silhouettes of lamplighters climbing up and down their ladders. My stomach grumbled, forcing me to acknowledge just how weary and hungry and anxious I felt. Inspector Janklow had shown us nothing but kindness; he had helped us gather up the scattered sketches and had called the cab to take us back to his office in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. But what he intended to do with the sketches, or with us, once we got there… We could only wait and find out.

      “We’ll save the questions for a nice hot fire and a steaming cup of mulled wine, shall we?” he had said as he helped Imogen and me into the cab. “It’s best not to say anything off the record, if you gather my meaning.”

      And so no one spoke a word for the whole journey. I watched the busy streets go by out the window and exchanged a few glances with Imogen. She looked flushed and tired and as uncertain as I felt. What were we in for at the end of this journey? Would the sketch be enough to convict us of having a hand in the case of the stolen St. Paul’s painting?

      I rubbed my hands together in my lap and took a deep breath. You’re not guilty, Katie, so don’t act as if you are. Just tell the truth… or, at least, part of it.

      The only trouble was, the truth was hardly believable to a sensible, serious sort of man like this Inspector Janklow. It might save us from prison only to get us thrown into an insane asylum. How would we convince him we were both innocent and sane?

      The cab pulled up to a two-storey building that leaned so badly to one side, it looked like it might lose its balance and collapse at any moment.

      At the door, which tilted at the same angle as the building, Inspector Janklow took a large ring of keys from his coat pocket and fished for the one he wanted. He unlocked the wonky door and held it open to us with a kind, reassuring smile, as if we were his welcome guests; yet I couldn’t help wondering whether we were being lured into a web we wouldn’t easily get out of.

      The building was abandoned and dark, but the Inspector lit a few lamps; then, taking a candle, led us up a narrow, slanted staircase and into a small, slanted office. To my surprise, lopsided walls aside, the room was a picture of orderliness.

      The Inspector politely took our shawls and invited us to sit in two chairs before a big, mahogany desk while he started a fire. I looked over the desk. Its surface was spotlessly clean, arranged with a tidy stack of papers framed by a magnifying glass, a ruler and a row of quills organised by size. All this was watched over by a marble bust with the name Aristotle carved at the base.

      “Now,” said the Inspector, rising from the fire and brushing off his knees, “A little festive tipple to warm us up, eh?” He poured us each a small glass of mulled wine and took his seat across from us at the immaculate desk.

      Inspector Janklow sipped his wine, straightened a quill on the desk that already looked perfectly straight to me, then leaned forward on his elbows, his fingertips touching to form a steeple that framed his beak-like nose. His mouth drew a straight line, pursed in thought. I could almost see the cogs turning in his head as his squinted eyes shifted mechanically between Imogen and me, like a pendulum.

      I took a tiny sip from my glass and looked down at my lap where the sketchbook rested, a little wet but all intact, thank goodness.

      “Miss Watson and Miss Humphreys… I have got that right, haven’t I?”

      I looked up and nodded, amazed that he remembered our names from our brief encounter the night before. “Yes, sir.”

      He nodded once. “And you know who I am, so let’s get straight to the point, shall we? Twice now I have had the pleasure of meeting you young ladies, on both occasions without guardian or chaperone. Do you wish to explain these extraordinary circumstances to me?”

      Imogen and I glanced at one another; then, to my relief, she spoke. “My parents had to leave suddenly to look after an elderly, infirm uncle in… um… County Durham.”

      The Inspector’s one eyebrow rose. “And they didn’t leave you in the care of a guardian?”

      “Oh, um, yes. Of course. They left us with my old aunt. But she’s also very infirm and never leaves the house.”

      He looked deeply perplexed now. “But surely your parents would not permit you to wander the city’s streets without a governess or chaperone?”

      “Oh, I’ve never had either. My parents believe girls ought to learn to be independent. It’s a dangerous world out there, Inspector. We must all be on our guards.”

      Imogen really is a marvellous actress, I thought in admiration.

      The Inspector sat back and retreated into his thoughts. “Humphreys… Humphreys…” he said to himself as if trying to recall something. “I don’t suppose you’re descended from the Duke Humphreys?”

      Imogen’s mouth hovered open for a second. “Yes!” she blurted. “Yes, I am. Great-great grandfather Humphreys. That’s the one.”

      The Inspector nodded and lay his finger aside his nose. “That explains something. Always were an eccentric family, but then these old families often are. Still, if I were your father, Miss, I’d advise you to exercise your independence in a more savoury part of town than King’s Cross wharf.”

      Imogen nodded modestly. “Yes, sir.”

      The Inspector brought his fingertips together again. “The question begs, nonetheless, why you found yourselves in that part of town this afternoon.” Now he turned to me for an answer.

      Just tell the truth, Katie. I thought. There’s nothing wrong with the truth. “We went to get back my sketchbook from someone who had taken it.”

      “Ah, your sketchbook.” He raised his pointer finger. “And now we come to it. Might I have another look at that particular sketch, Miss Watson? I’m sure you know which I mean.”

      With a gulp, I took the sketch of the old woman and the girl at St. Paul’s from the top of the pile and passed it to him across the desk.

      He squared its edges up perfectly with his other documents, then reached for the magnifying glass. Leaning over the sketch, he swept over every magnified bit of it.

      Finally, he sat up and returned the glass to its proper place on the desk before resuming his calm posture. “Almost an exact replica of the painting that mysteriously appeared in St. Paul’s Cathedral just last night … a painting not even the most knowledgeable art critics seem to know anything about… the very painting that replaced the stolen masterpiece, The Wedding Feast.” He paused and gave me a hard look. “Did you make this sketch, Miss Watson?”

      “I… no sir! It was given to me. The entire collection of sketches was a gift.”

      “From whom, may I ask?”

      I was trying desperately to think how to answer in a way that wouldn’t sound insane, but the longer I put off answering, the guiltier I would appear. “It belongs to a woman called Ramona,” I said in a rush. “I’ve never met her, but she’s a relative of mine. I’m trying to find her.”

      “You don’t know where she lives?”

      “No, sir. She’s been missing for some time. None of the family knows where she’s gone, but we think she may be here in London, because… well, because of this.” I indicated the sketch. “But we promise we were telling you the truth last night. We don’t know anything about that stolen painting.”

      “It’s true,” Imogen chimed in. “We just wanted to find Ramona.”

      “A missing person. Why didn’t you come out and say so sooner?” Inspector Janklow frowned and tapped his finger against the side of his nose, deep in thought.

      “Do you think…” I hesitated, not wanting to interrupt what was probably an ingenious train of thought.

      “Go on, Miss Watson.”

      “I was just wondering if perhaps the two cases might be related? I mean, maybe if we find who stole the painting, they might lead us to Ramona?”

      “Or the other way ‘round?” He gave me a shrewd sideways look. “What sort of woman is this relative of yours?”

      “Oh, she’s not a criminal,” I answered hastily. I leafed through the sketches and found one of Ramona in a forest clearing, lifting a baby Ka-Ti up over her head and laughing. “That’s her there, with her daughter.”

      The Inspector looked at it thoughtfully. “And have you any notion of who might be behind her disappearance? Did she have relations in London? Friends?” His voice deepened as he said, “Enemies?”

      “Well…”

      I looked at Imogen. She was looking back at me as if unsure whether she ought to say any more.

      “Go on, Miss Humphreys.”

      “We met someone today,” she said. “Calls himself ‘Captain Nemo’, owns a boat called ‘Ramona’ and would do anything to get his hands on these sketches.”

      “Go on.”

      “He runs some kind of pawn shop on a barge…”

      The Inspector listened intently as Imogen related our strange encounter with the old bargeman and our narrow escape. “That’s why we were in the wharf this afternoon, and why we were running when we… well… ran into you.”

      He was nodding by the time she finished. I felt my chest ease up a little. It seemed Inspector Janklow believed our story entirely now. He even looked impressed by our daring getaway from the bargeman, though Imogen hadn’t given fair credit to Dobbs for his part.

      Seized by a sudden idea, I broke in. “Inspector Janklow, do you think we might be able to… that is, I don’t know if you ever… I just thought…”

      He listened patiently to my drivel. “Go on, Miss Watson. What was it you thought?”

      Why was I so nervous? I took a deep breath and tried again. “Do you think we could help you solve the case?” Before he could answer, I quickly added, “Because we’ve had some practice in solving mysteries, and I really believe we could learn a lot from you, and maybe even be of some assistance.”

      What was his expression? Doubt? Or worse, amusement? I felt my cheeks flush.

      “A detective’s work is, by nature, solitary, Miss Watson.”

      How ridiculous he must have thought I was. Me offering to help him.

      “But…”

      I looked up at this hopeful word, ‘but’.

      “There is merit in what you suggest, and no man is ever really an island. My web of informants spreads into every nook and cranny of this city, from the highest to the very meanest. A detective, you see, must have eyes everywhere. And I am, in fact, in the habit of employing young people. Children, I find, often offer the most perceptive observations of society that we rusty old know-it-alls are all too prone to miss. But…” His expression changed suddenly; it reminded me of the look my dad gives when he’s lecturing Charlie and me about something important, like what to do if you meet a bear in the woods. Instinctively, I sat up a little straighter.  “If I were to take on an apprentice or say, two apprentices, well then I would have to know that they were entirely trustworthy.” The eyes tick-tocked between us again before he continued. “And trust must be earned through trial. I hope you don’t think me indelicate.”

      “Uh, no, sir,” we both answered, unsure of what exactly we were being put up to.

      “And so,” he continued, “I shall consider your proposal over Christmas supper.”

      I blinked. An invitation to Christmas supper was not what I had expected, but I felt an enormous weight lift off my shoulders.

      Meanwhile, at the word ‘supper’, Imogen’s stomach made an enormously loud grumble.

      “Good grief!” She said, hugging her middle, “I completely forgot it’s still Christmas!”

      Inspector Janklow handed me back the sketch, straightened his desk, then got up and walked around to a coat rack. He took his cape, slung it around his shoulders, then offered us our shawls. “I’m sure Mrs. Janklow would be glad of some female company if your aunt can spare you and if you would care to join us?”

      Imogen and I looked at each other, unable to hide the smiles spreading across our faces. Now my stomach joined in with the hungry chorus.

      “We dine modestly, mind you. Perhaps not up to the standards to which you’re accustomed, Miss Humphreys.”

      “Don’t worry,” Imogen said, slinging her shawl over her shoulders. “This Humphreys eats just about anything.”
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      “Bless my soul! And nowhere to go for Christmas dinner?” Mrs. Janklow exclaimed for at least the twelfth time. Again she shook her head, clasped her hands over her heart and added, “Oh, I thank the heavens Sherry found you when he did. It isn’t worth thinking what might have happened.” Then, after wiping her eye with the corner of her apron, “More potatoes, my dears?”

      Inspector Janklow’s home was only a short walk north from his office. It was a snug little brick house sandwiched between identical snug brick houses on Bedford Row. There was a homemade Christmas wreath on the cherry red door and the smell of a wonderful, hot roast to greet us on the other side.

      Mrs. Janklow had fluctuated between tears of ecstasy and tears of concern from the moment she laid eyes on us and Inspector Janklow explained how he had discovered us all alone in King’s Cross. She had taken us in like a mother hen gathering chicks, and hadn’t stopped feeding and fussing over us the whole evening.

       “What courageous little souls you are,” she said, helping us both to another slice of roast goose. “To go out looking for that missing woman all on your own. Why, it reminds me of that Miss Gladden, the young lady detective from the gazette.”

      “Actually,” I said, swallowing a bite of hot chestnut stuffing, “We’re in training to be detectives. We were hoping to learn a few things from your husband. That is, if he decides to let us help him on the case.” I cast a quick glance at the Inspector who was gnawing on his pipe by the fire. He seemed far away in his own thoughts.

      Mrs. Janklow gave her husband a shrewd look. “Oh yes, Sherry, what an excellent idea,” she said, though he hardly seemed to hear her. “Why there’s no one better to learn from. Sherry is as cunning as a dockyard fox!” Her smooth, rosy cheeks glowed with pride.

      Mrs. Janklow had just served the Christmas pudding when there came a knock at the door. Inspector Janklow went into the hallway to answer it and quickly returned. “Constable Smart requires my assistance identifying a suspect. I won’t be any longer than is necessary, my dear. These young ladies will keep you company, I am sure.” He threw on his overcoat, picked up his bowler hat and walking stick from the corner, kissed his wife and was gone.

      Mrs. Janklow smiled cheerfully as she poured brandy butter over our Christmas pudding, but she let a sigh escape as she sat down to eat her own.

      “Does the Inspector ever get a day off?” I asked.

      She smiled sweetly but sadly. “Matters of justice never can wait … not even on Christmas.” She sighed again. “Being a detective is a noble calling, but it does have its sacrifices. Family life, for one. I always wanted children.” Though she never stopped smiling, her eyes misted over. “I had a little boy once, but he died an infant. Thought it would break my poor husband’s heart. He’s not been the same ever since. Pours himself, heart and soul, into his work now. I suppose he reckons if he can’t have a child of his own, at least he can make this old world safer for other people’s children.”

      Mrs. Janklow wiped her now fast-falling tears on her apron. She looked younger than her husband with soft skin and rich black curls, and seemed perfectly cut out for motherhood. I tried to imagine the Inspector, so somber and tidy and correct, with a drooling baby on his knee. I wondered if he would look younger and happier, and wear less black if his son had lived.

      Mrs. Janklow blew her nose, then swiftly brushed away the cloud hanging over her and smiled brightly. “Ah, but isn’t the good Lord kind, sending us two such lovely young ladies to brighten up this old house on Christmas? You’re just like Spring sunshine, you are.”

      Despite her protests, we did our best to help Mrs. Janklow wash up the dinner things. Then, we all sat by the hearth in the Janklows’ clean, cosy parlour. She let Imogen and me roast a basket of chestnuts over the fire while she perched on a nearby workbench, picked up a basket of cross-stitching and started to work on a handkerchief.

      I admired how nimbly she stitched the intricate pattern of an ivy vine. “I was learning to cross-stitch a while ago,” I said, remembering fondly how Sophia had tried to teach me at Otterly Manor. “But I was never much good at it.”

      “Ah, well, all it takes is a bit of practice, and I’m sure you’d be as quick with a needle as any.” She patted the seat of her work bench. “Come, I’ve got some extra screens. Why not give it another try now?”

      Timidly, I accepted the fabric, needle and thread and took a seat beside her.

      “It’s like this. That’s it. It’ll become second nature in no time.” She continued to praise and encourage my efforts while I watched and copied her movements. As I got better at stitching, Mrs. Janklow asked me about my family, and before I knew it, we were chatting away like old friends. I told her about my parents and Charlie, and how he always played detective games with me when he lived at home.

      “I guess that’s what first got me thinking about becoming a real detective,” I told her.

      “And what is it about being a real detective that excites you?”

      No one had ever asked me that before. I thought a moment before answering. “I like helping people out of their troubles. Same as your husband, I guess.”

      She stopped stitching and gave me a long, approving look.

      Just then, the door opened and Inspector Janklow stood in the parlour doorway, brushing snow off his shoulder. I could hardly believe he was back already. The evening had passed so pleasantly and quickly in Mrs. Janklow’s company.

      “I’ve called a cab for you as it’s late,” he said. “Waiting outside when you’re ready.”

      “Oh, must they go, Sherry?” Mrs. Janklow protested. “I could fix up Jonathan’s… I mean, the spare room for them.”

      He kissed her bowed head and patted her hand. “My dear, these girls are not pets. They have homes of their own.”

      We thanked a teary Mrs. Janklow over and over as we bundled up, then left the house with little sacks full of hot chestnuts for the journey. I was grateful for such kind hospitality, but I couldn’t help feeling let down. Inspector Janklow was clearly eager to see us on our way. I was sure he had decided he did not need a couple of girls getting in the way of his important work. We were on our own.

       But when we reached the cab door, instead of opening it, he turned to face us. “I never make an important decision without consulting the Missus. Without meaning to boast, she is a keen one and an impeccable judge of character, understand?”

      I nodded, not sure what all this meant.

      He held the cab door open and, as we were about to climb in, said, “Meet me tomorrow outside Jamaica Coffee House in Covent Garden Market, nine a.m., to discuss the stipulations of our partnership.”

      I stared blankly, hardly believing my ears. We both shook hands with him and wished him a Merry Christmas. The carriage had left Bedford Row behind before it hit me what had happened. We were going to partner with a real, London detective! The tiny flicker of hope that we might actually find Ramona in this monstrous maze of a city swelled into a glowing flame.
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      Next morning, we found Dobbs and Betsy approaching the iron gate of the Misses Turveys’ Hostel for Girls of Good Character.

      “Mornin’ me ‘arties,” he said cheerfully, falling in beside us as we joined the bustling traffic in the street.

      “What happened after we left?” I asked him as we turned down Long Acre street towards Covent Garden Market.

      Dobbs shrugged. “I ‘elped Nemo back into the barge, got ‘im a cup o’ tea. Then he moored up and Betsy ‘n’ me went on our way.”

      Imogen’s eyes widened. “You mean he just let you go? Just like that?”

      Dobbs gave a look that said, well obviously. “Didn’t ‘ave any beef with me, did he? It was you ‘n’ that sketchbook o’ yours ‘e was after. Makes a fella wonder…” He stopped in his tracks, turned to face us and leaned against the wall as if to say he wasn’t going a step further until we coughed up some information. “Come out with it, then. What’s so special ‘bout them sketches. Who’s this Ramona bird you’re on the hunt for?”

      Imogen and I looked at each other with uncertainty, but neither of us said a word.

      “Ah, come on. You can tell us,” Dobbs said, straightening his tattered collar with an air of respectability. “I did truly ‘elp you out of a fix yesterday. Ain’t we even yet?”

      Imogen huffed. I bit my lip.

      “I coulda tied you up like Nemo said, an’ been paid a pretty sum for it, but I risked me own neck instead…” He looked desperate. “I’d just like to know what it’s all about, ‘s all. Maybe I can ‘elp. If you’re lookin’ for somebody as is missing, why there’s none better ‘n me to ‘elp you. I know every crook ‘n’ nanny o’ this ol’ city, I do. You can count on me. I never chirp on me friends.”

      Friends, he’d said. Were we friends with Arty Dobbs, the petty criminal and prince of the street Arabs? I looked into his enormous, hungry green eyes and felt that this time, he was telling the truth. Maybe those had been his true colours he’d shown when he risked his own neck to help us escape yesterday, like the time he’d rescued Betsy. Maybe there really was a good heart in that dirty wrapping somewhere that just wanted a chance to shine. And, I thought, it was Dobbs who led us to the Bella Ramona. Who knows? He might just prove himself valuable again.

      “All right,” I said at last. “We’ll let you in on our mission, but right now we’re late for a meeting.”

      “Right-o.” Dobbs blew into his fingerless gloves and rubbed his hands together. “Where to and who are we meeting?”

      “Inspector Janklow at the Jamaica Coffee House.”

      Dobbs stopped again in his tracks with a groan. “Wot, a policeman? You’re ‘aving me on!”

      “No, we’re not,” I assured him. “He’s working on the case of the missing painting at St. Paul’s, and we’re going to help him. We think it might be connected to the woman we’re looking for. To Ramona.”

      Dobbs shook his head. “I’ll take you to the place, then wait outside for you. I might be reformin’ my ways a little, but I ain’t ready to frat’nise with the enemy as yet.”

      Imogen rolled her eyes. “A detective isn’t technically a policeman, you know. But suit yourself. It’s not as if you were invited anyway.”

      

      Dobbs led us past the busy arcades of Covent Garden Market to the coffee house, then, slick as a squirrel, dodged carts and cabs to cross the road where he’d spotted a fellow street Arab (a tall, lean boy who appeared to be wearing more dirt than clothes).

      The windows of the Jamaica Coffee House were too steamed up to see through. A bell over the door jingled as we pushed it open. The shop was hot and cramped with tables, but the customers looked much more elegant and friendly than those at Ye Olde Cheddar Cheese. No one stared as we wound our way through the tables, finally spotting a black-clad figure alone in the back corner, his face concealed by an open newspaper.

      The Inspector rose to greet us, poured us each some coffee and offered a plate of cream buns before diving into the business of our meeting.

      “I understand from what you’ve said that you ladies have some little practice in solving puzzles?”

      “Yes, sir. Well, we’ve helped solve a mystery or two. And I’ve read lots of detective novels,” I added a little shyly.

      He took a long breath through his nostrils and lightly touched his fingertips together, just as he had in his office the day before. “Yes. I see. Solving a real crime, Miss Watson, is rather different to what you might have read in sensationalist detective novels or the penny dreadful.  If we are to … cooperate in this operation, I must ask you to comply with my methods.” He raised his eyebrows meaningfully.

      I felt he was waiting for me to ask for an explanation. “Of course,” I said. “Could you perhaps review your methods … just to be sure we’re clear on them?”

      He nodded. “In a phrase? The scientific method of deduction.”

      Imogen lowered her coffee cup. “You mean like observing facts, writing them down and then drawing the conclusions that fit best? Oh, Katie’s brilliant at that. She’s always writing little details down in her detective notebook she carries with her everywhere.”

       “I believe you have the general idea, Miss Humphreys. It’s like I always say.” He tapped his finger against his temple. “A mystery is only as thick as the man’s head who’s trying to solve it. Anything can be explained by cold, hard Reason.”

      How about magic? I wanted to ask. But instead, I said, “But Inspector Janklow, just supposing there was something really mysterious going on. Shouldn’t we at least keep our minds open to the possibility?”

      He said nothing, but drew a gold pocketwatch from his waistcoat pocket and rested it in his open palm for us to see. “Every case is like this pocketwatch, Miss Watson. All the cogs and wheels must be fitted together, and it all starts ticking, like clockwork. When Reason unveils the thing, it will prove to be no more mysterious than the movement of this clock’s hands, mark my words.” This time he thumped the side of his nose.  “I’ll winkle it out if Reason can do it, and Reason never fails to do it.” He returned the watch to his pocket. “Now, I must have your faith in my methods if a partnership is to be established. Do I have your confidence and cooperation?”

      In my own mind, I hesitated. It was only a second, but I felt the Inspector’s sharp eyes watching, so I nodded. But something like guilt was nibbling away at my stomach. There was simply no getting around the fact that this was a mysterious case, that Reason alone would never solve it. But what could I do? Janklow spoke of Reason like it was a father figure. If I told him the things we’d seen and done that defied Reason, he would never believe them. And we needed him on our side.

      It’s not being dishonest, I reassured myself. It’s just agreeing to let him do things his way and not interfere. He was still looking at me keenly, so I cleared my throat and said earnestly, “We’ll do our best, sir.”

      “Much obliged,” he said with a business-like smile. “Now that’s in order, how will our agreement play out? Here’s my thinking.” He outlined a plan in which we would conduct our investigations separately, then meet and compare notes. “We can cover more ground that way, and it will be easier to move about unnoticed if we are not always travelling in caravan.”

      We agreed with him.

      “Though I would like you to join me at the scene of the crime. I’ve arranged to meet an art dealer contact of mine and some of the clergy of St. Paul’s in two days’ time. Meanwhile, I shall dig around to see what I can discover about this Captain Nemo, and I suggest the two of you spend some time with this.” He reached into a leather case at his feet and pulled out a large paper envelope with the stamped words Metropolitan Police, Case File. “Guard it safely, and only remove its contents in private.”

      I took it from him carefully, but inside felt a thrill of curiosity. “Is this evidence?” I asked, trying to sound business-like and not giddy with excitement. I thought perhaps taking a nonchalant sip of my coffee would help.

      “Records,” he answered. “Newspaper articles, photographs and critiques all surrounding the life and career of Mr. Webb.”

      A half-second earlier, and the sip of coffee would have spewed out of my mouth. I choked on it, but managed to swallow. “Did you say Mr. Webb?”

      Inspector Janklow’s sharp eyes travelled between my surprised face to Imogen’s.

      “That’s right. Mr. Phineas Warwick Webb, my client.” He tilted his head inquisitively. “You did know the stolen painting, The Wedding Feast, the most celebrated work of art of the last century, was painted by Mr. Webb… did you not?”

      “Nn…no. We didn’t.” My heart was pumping so hard, I hardly managed to get the words out.

      His eyebrows raised in surprise. “I do apologise. My mistake for assuming you were familiar with the details of the crime known to the general public.”

      “It’s our fault,” I said hastily. “We should read the newspaper more.”

      Imogen, still puzzled, asked, “Phineas Webb, wasn’t he…?”

      “Yes, Miss Humphreys?”

      I answered for her. “Captain Nemo told us that if we wanted to know what had happened to Ramona, we should ask Phineas Webb.”

      At that, Inspector Janklow’s deep frown lines appeared and his eyes got that far-off-in-thought look again. “Hmmm. Another point of connection,” he muttered to himself. “The missing painting, the missing woman… this Captain Nemo.” He screwed up his face tighter, as if willing the answer to come to him. Then, “Nothing.” His face relaxed. “But time, information and Reason must do their dance.”

      “Inspector, shouldn’t we question Mr. Webb? I mean, he must have something to do with it all.”

      “He has a great deal to do with it all, Miss Watson. He is, as I say, my client, and most eager to recover his painting. We could hardly suspect the man of having nicked his own painting.”

      “No. I suppose not,” I agreed, feeling a little humiliated. “But still, he might know something about Ramona. We could ask…”

      “I understand your eagerness to follow this lead, Miss Watson. But Mr. Webb is a very private man. One of those Bohemian-hermit-artist types. He is also a man of great wealth and power. If I go questioning him about a missing person, it could muddy the waters of the case, you understand.”

      I nodded.

      “Perhaps one of my contacts in the art world will have some information.”

      “Couldn’t we ask him about her?” Imogen asked. “I mean, not as detectives. Just as… you know… Fans.”

      To my surprise, Inspector Janklow actually seemed to consider this suggestion. “If you were to find a, shall we say, ‘off-the-books’ way of questioning Mr. Webb, I could not prevent you.”

      Imogen’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “We’ll think of a way,” she said.

      “The less I know, the better,” the Inspector said. “So long as it’s within the parameters of the law…” He gave us both a warning glare, then dabbed his mouth on the tablecloth and stood. “As it happens, I have my own curiosities about Phineas Webb. I’m not at liberty to snoop, professionally, but there are a great many things I’d like to know.”

      “We’ll tell you what we find out,” Imogen said, standing and brushing off her skirt. “And don’t worry. We won’t do anything illegal.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Just one more word of advice, off the books as it were. I wouldn’t ask Mr. Webb too direct or personal a question. As I’ve said, he is a very private gentleman. If he feels he’s being pressed for information, I suspect he shall become an oyster and clam up, if you understand me.”

      

      The stiff, cold air hit me like a brick wall as we stepped outside. “Thank you for the coffee, Inspector.” I said through my chattering teeth.

      He nodded, his face furrowed in a concerned grimace as he tugged on his black leather gloves. “There is just one other thing, Miss Watson. Miss Humphreys. I hope you won’t take this as a slight, but I really do feel it would be best if you had someone to accompany you.”

      Imogen looked like she was about to protest, but Janklow raised a hand and continued.

      “However independent you may be, Miss Humphreys – and I am quite confident that you are – two young gentle ladies are sure to attract attention pottering about town on their own, and attention is the last thing we detectives want, you understand me?”

      We both nodded reluctantly, neither of us sure of where this talk was going.

      “What we need,” Janklow continued, “is someone to play the part of chaperone. Someone we can trust, yes. But preferably someone who knows their way about town and who isn’t afraid to throw punches when necessary.”

      An idea popped into my head, and from the look in Imogen’s eye, I was sure she was thinking the same thing.

      I glanced across the street and spotted a tall top hat braced on a pair of sticking-out ears and smiled. “Inspector, we know just the person.”
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            The Age of Chivalry

          

        

      

    

    
      Inspector Janklow and Arty Dobbs stood face to face, as opposite as two people could be: the spotless inspector, propped elegantly against his walking cane, and the ragamuffin youngster, arms crossed over his chest and one suspicious, squinting eye. We had introduced them to one another and explained the Inspector’s proposition to Dobbs, but it was far from a sealed deal yet.

      “Haven’t I seen you before, young man?” Janklow asked.

      “Dunno, gov’nor. S’pose it’s possible. I prefer to stay on the move.”

      “To steer clear of the constable, no doubt…”

      Dobbs squinted the other eye. “You sure you ain’t workin’ for the constable yourself, gov?”

      “You have my word,” Janklow said, laying his gloved hand on his heart. “I work with the constable. I do not work for him.” His eyebrow arched. “And what about yourself, Mr. Dobbs? Can I take you at your word that you are a man to be trusted?”

      Dobbs’s eyes dropped as he kicked the slushy ground with the missing toe of his shoe. He thought a moment, then looked up resolutely. “To those what know me, gov, to me friends, I’m as true as ol’ Betsy.”

      Janklow cocked his head. “Old Betsy?”

      “That’s me dog.” Dobbs whistled. At once, the bulldog left the overturned barrel of rubbish where she had been scavenging and came bounding up as in slow motion, jowls flapping like sails on a ship. This time, she didn’t stop at her master’s heels, but leapt up to greet Inspector Janklow, leaving two massive muddy paw stains on his pristine, crisp trousers.

      I held my breath as the Inspector looked down at his spoiled trousers, sure that this was the end of our proposition. But he said nothing, only took a crisp, white handkerchief from his pocket and dotted the paw stains, which made no difference whatsoever. Then he stood upright, sniffed, and, to my relief, made a noble attempt at a smile. He carried on as if the attack on his cleanliness never happened.

      “These young ladies tell me you know the city well. Is that so?”

      “Chimneys to rat ’oles, gov.” Dobbs puffed out his chest. “I know it all.”

      “Well, Mr. Dobbs. You might just prove to be the man for the job. Consider yourself and your mongrel on a probationary period. If you follow my instructions and do your job well, there’ll be profit in it for you. If you prove untrustworthy, I cannot promise that the constable won’t hear of it. That’s the arrangement. Are you prepared to shake on it?” He held out his black-leathered hand.

      Dobbs’s ears were all aglow, and a jack-o-lantern grin was spreading across his face. “I am, gov!” In a flush of excitement, he spat into his own filthy hand and thrust it into the Inspector’s, giving it a solid yank up and down.

      Imogen and I watched, half in horror, half ready to explode with laughter. The Inspector grimaced, but shook Dobbs’s hand with good grace; though, once the boy released it, I couldn’t help noticing how he carefully held it behind his back and used his other hand to reach into his coat pocket. Drawing out a card, he handed it to Dobbs.

      “Come to my office tomorrow midday, lad, and we’ll discuss your duties.”

      Dobbs looked warily at the card. “You swear as there won’t be any bobbies ‘bout the place?”

      “Not on my invitation. Between you and me,” – the Inspector cupped his clean hand to his mouth – “I find the ‘bobbies’ just about as much a nuisance to my line of work as you do to yours. We may have more in common than you think, Mr. Dobbs.”

      With that, he nodded, took his walking stick under his arm and walked purposefully away down the market arcade while the three of us watched his retreat in admiration.

      Dobbs made a low whistle. “I never thought as I’d see the day I’d be workin’ for a detective.” He thrust his thumb into his chest. “Inspector’s assistant Arty Dobbs, tha’s me!”

      “Pipe down, would you?” Imogen muttered. “Don’t you know anything about detective work? You’re supposed to be stealthy.”

      Dobbs sneered. “Madame, stealth is me middle name. So,” he rubbed his hands together. “I’m to be your chaperone. Where d’ya want to go first?”

      “Know where we can find Phineas Webb?” I asked.

      “Wot, the Phineas Webb?”

      I nodded. “Don’t suppose you know where he lives?”

      Dobbs gave another low whistle. “Dash it if I know where he lives. Don’t often sally to those parts of town.”

      Imogen sighed. “Great start,” she said sarcastically.

      “But, as it ‘appens, I do know where you can find him.”

      We looked at each other, then at Dobbs in amazement.

      He grinned smugly. “Right this way, if you please, me ladies.”

      

      Dobbs led us down from Covent Garden Market to the Strand, the bustling thoroughfare that runs from Fleet Street all the way to Trafalgar Square. We, like Betsy, stayed close on his heels as he made his usual nimble way across the steady flow of omnibuses and cabs, towards a grand, triple-arched carriageway on the other side.

      “This is Somerset House!” Imogen exclaimed as we passed beneath the arches and into a wide cobbled courtyard. “We’ve just been ice skating here.”

      Dobbs gave her a withering look. “No offence, miss, but you’re off your rocker, you are. Right this way now.”

      He followed the outside of the courtyard to the right, where a line of men and women in furs and tall, feathered hats were entering one by one through a doorway. Over the door hung a gold-lettered sign that read Exhibition Room.

      Several people made scandalised faces as Dobbs and Betsy broke through their line, and one woman in a peacock hat held her handkerchief to her nose. We followed apologetically and joined him at the wall on the other side. He stood in front of a poster. As tall as a picture window, it featured an engraving of a black-haired maiden taking a rose from a horse-mounted knight. A garland of rose vines and exotic birds bordered the couple. An advertisement was printed below:

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Imogen elbowed me. She was making eyes at the reviews in printed at the bottom of the poster. “You don’t think it’s serious?” she whispered.

      I shook my head. “Just a figure of speech, I bet,” I answered under my breath. “But either way, we’ve got to go to that presentation tomorrow night.”

      “And where are we supposed to get the money for tickets?” We both thought a moment before Imogen added, “How much is that in modern money anyway?”

      I looked to Dobbs who was leaning against the wall picking the dirt from his fingernails.

      “Hey, Dobbs–”

      He raised his head.

      “How long would it take someone to earn, say, a crown or two?”

      Dobbs whistled and shook his head. “Dash it if I know, Miss Katie. I’ve never touched a crown in me life.”

      Imogen threw her hands up with a disparaging “Oh great.”

      “But…” Dobbs rubbed his grubby fingers together. “Give me an afternoon ‘n’ I might just be able to line me pockets with a crown or two.”

      “Dobbs,” I said in my firmest tone, “if you want to be our chaperone, you can not go picking any pockets, got it?”

      He made a gentlemanly bow to show his acquiescence. “I’m at your command, me lady.” He rubbed his freckled nose. “So how d’ya suggest we get the gold, eh?”
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            The Ruse

          

        

      

    

    
      We had tried all evening to come up with a way to earn the ticket money. The next morning, when we met Dobbs in Covent Garden Market, our mission still looked impossible.

      We sat on the stone steps of a church eating one-penny baked potatoes (Dobbs had bought them with his last pennies which he swore had not been stolen but given to him for carrying a lady’s carpet bag) and trying to think of a way to earn a crown.

      “Maybe we could borrow it from Inspector Janklow,” I began, but I knew it was no good. Borrowing his money would mean involving him in our scheme. I bit my lip and tried to think of something else. “Or maybe we could sell something?”

      Imogen’s hands, still clutching her paper-wrapped potato, dropped to her lap. “Look at us, Katie. What have we got to sell? We’re living off charity from a street urchin. No offence, Dobbs,” she added.

      Dobbs was busy alternating between stuffing his own mouth with steaming potato and tossing chunks to Betsy who chomped and slobbered them up happily.

      Imogen sighed a deflated sigh. “I hate feeling poor. What’s the point of being rich if no one will take your money?”

      “They’d take our money quick enough if they knew what it was,” I said.

      I watched Dobbs stuff the final third of the piping hot potato into his mouth.

      “How do you make money, Dobbs? I mean, couldn’t we do what you do and carry people’s bags for them, or sweep streets or whatever it is you do?”

      Dobbs looked a little embarrassed. “Don’t take this personal, Miss Katie, but… well… you and Miss Imogen ain’t really cut out for the Arab life. But don’t let that discourage ya. To tell the truth, I don’t deal much in money if I can ‘elp it. I prefer the trade and barter system meself. Less counting of shillin’s and pence and wot nots.” He waved his hand as if he hadn’t the time for such trivialities.

      I perched my chin on top of my fists to think. “Well we can’t very well barter our way into an art exhibition.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Dobbs said, standing up and brushing the crumbs from his breeches. “You just need a bit of ingenuity’s all. What ‘ave you got that’s valuable to the likes of a Mr. Phineas Webb?”

      I thought for a moment, then glanced at Imogen whose face was a complete blank. “I have no idea,” she said flatly. “What could a famous artist possibly need…”

      And suddenly, I thought of Tom Tippery, and a lightbulb clicked on in my head. “They need patrons! People to pay them money for their art. That’s how they make a living.”

      “Ok.” Imogen sounded unconvinced. “But, like we’ve just discussed, we don’t have any money!”

      “But your father does,” I answered.

      “My father?” She frowned. “How exactly is that supposed to help us?”

      “Ok, look. I’ve got something… a way we wouldn’t need money. In fact, we wouldn’t actually have to go to the exhibition at all.” The idea was playing itself out in my mind, but I wasn’t quite sure Imogen would buy into it.

      “Well go on then. Spit it out,” she said testily.

      “It would require a bit of acting…” I hesitated.

      “Oh no.” She glared. “Don’t look at me like that, Katie.”

      “You only really need to be yourself, just pretending that your father is interested in buying some of Mr. Webb’s paintings. Think about it. We could ambush Mr. Webb after the exhibition and try to get a private word with him away from the crowds.”

      She still looked dubious, but I knew all she needed was a bit more persuasion.

      “Oh come on, Im,” I pleaded. “We both know you’re an amazing actress.”

      The corner of her mouth twitched, but she kept up the air of reluctance. “And what, may I ask, will you be doing in this charade?”

      “I’ll be your lady in waiting. I’ve had lots of practice playing that role with Sophia. The only problem is…” My mind went back to the lavish clothes the women at the Exhibition Room had worn. I looked down at my own rather plain blue chequered dress and then at Imogen’s violet one. “We’re going to need some nicer clothes if Phineas Webb is ever going to believe you’re an aristocrat’s daughter.”

      “Hmm,” Imogen brushed the potato crumbs off her skirt. “Somehow I doubt we’re going to find any furs or velvets in the charity cupboard at the Misses Turveys’.”

      “Need fine clothes, you say?” Dobbs had climbed up one of the church’s columns and was peering out like a sailor from a crow’s nest. He leapt down, straightened his coat and grinned a crooked, mischievous grin. “I can ‘elp you there.”

      Dobbs said he’d be back in a flash. That was just before he climbed up an iron gate in the middle of a tall, brick wall, leapt into the snowy branches of a tree on the other side and disappeared. According to the clock on the church tower, he was back in under ten minutes. His smug face told us he’d been successful in his mission, whatever it was. The only clue to my eyes was that he returned a much fatter Dobbs than when he’d left.

      “What happened to you?” Imogen eyed his bulging coat warily.

      “Best I tell you in private. C’mon. Let’s go to the Misses Turveys’ an’ I’ll show you.”

      Once inside the hostel gates, Dobbs cast a wary look over both shoulders before unfastening his coat’s two mismatched buttons. He pulled out a bundle of wadded up material which he unrolled to reveal two dresses.

      “Hope these’ll do. Didn’t ‘ave much time to consider me options.” He held out a rich, velvety maroon dress for Imogen. “This one’s a bit longer.”

      She took it and examined it with a slight look of surprise.

      He then took the other bundle out from under his arm and unfurled a dark green silk dress with brass buttons. “For you, Miss Katie.” Dobbs looked down at his feet and shuffled about in the snow. “Thought as it’d go nice with your ginger hair.”

      I felt my cheeks go hot and quickly cleared my throat. “I’m not taking that dress until you tell me where on earth you got it.”

      He raised his face sheepishly. “Wash line. See just over that wall? Tha’s Henrietta Girls’ School. There weren’t a soul in the garden. Just lines and lines of fancy, frilly dresses and knickers.”

      “Dobbs, we can’t wear stolen clothes!” I folded up the dress and held it out to him. “Take it back.”

      Imogen snickered.

      “What’s so funny?” I demanded.

      Imogen cleared her throat and, without taking her eyes from the dress, muttered, “Just a bit rich coming from Katie Watson, the notorious horse thief.”

      I glared at her. “That was different.”

      Dobbs looked crestfallen. “Well I’m ‘fraid I’m no good at sewing gowns, so either you’ll ‘aff to wear them dresses or give up the whole plan.”

      I couldn’t argue with that point. Without the right clothing, my plan was a no-go. Reluctantly, I took the dress from him. “You’re going back there and returning them the minute our mission is complete, got it?”

      He shrugged. “If you like. Though I doubt them rich girls would so much as notice one missing dress from the thousands.”

      A church bell tolled the half hour. Dobbs slapped his hand to his forehead. “Crikey, I ‘bout forgot! I’m s’posed to meet the Inspector in ‘alf an hour!” He spun around to make a dash for it, then spun back again. “Nearly forgot.” Taking off his hat and flipping it upside down, he reached his arm in up to the elbow like a magician feeling for a white rabbit and pulled out two hats, one green and one maroon, two pairs of white gloves and two lace handkerchiefs.

      Returning his own hat to its perch on his ears, he gave the rim a little tip and was off. We watched as he and Betsy leapt onto the back of an omnibus which carried them around the corner and away through the streets of London.

      I was thinking how I should like to learn to catch a moving vehicle like that when Imogen sighed deeply.

      “Well, what should we do first?” she asked, turning for the door. “Try on our new clothes or do our homework?”

      That was easy. “I’m dying to find out what’s in that folder,” I answered. By the time we’d got back to the privacy of our room the night before, it had been too dark to properly sort through the contents of the Phineas Webb files, and I had been itching to discover what information the Inspector had collected on him. “We’ve only got a few hours before the exhibition opens. I want to get through as much of it as we can so we know who we’re dealing with.”

      An hour later, I sat sprawled over documents on the bed while Imogen twisted around with the tiny hand mirror trying to see the back of her dress. “That Dobbs might have a future career in fashion. This fits like it was made for me, don’t you think?”

      “What?” I glanced up for half a second – “Oh, yea. Looks lovely.” – and resumed reading the newspaper clipping I was in the middle of. It was a review by an art critic from many years earlier. “Listen to this, Im.” I cleared my throat and read:

      
        
        Since his earliest days in the Royal Academy, Mr. Webb has stood apart from his peers as a daring artist with little regard for the rules of classical painting. He has controversially been known to portray the scenes from the Scriptures and even the Holy Family with shocking naturalism, causing the viewer to blush as if he were peering through a vestry window at these sacred events.

        But never before has Mr. Webb’s naturalism risen to such a height as in his newest and most lauded work, The Wedding Feast. The eternal banquet itself brings to mind a heraldic scene, perhaps a feast at the mythic King Arthur’s table. The painting is executed with such a sense of reality, such an attention to detail, that it is almost impossible to believe Mr. Webb did not, by some magic, journey to medieval times himself, the way the naturalist travels to the Galapagos Islands to bring back living specimens. Webb’s paintings admittedly do not have a heartbeat, but they are all but alive.

        

      

      “Katie, you really ought to get dressed. We’ll be late.”

      I pulled my eyes away from the review. But as I undressed, the line kept playing itself over in my head. “By some magic…” Could there really be some magic in Phineas Webb’s painting, or was this just the critic’s imaginative style? I felt the old tingling sensation. Could it mean that, perhaps, we were getting closer to Ramona?

      My mind was full of possibilities as I pulled on the green dress. “We can’t botch this up tonight,” I said as Imogen fastened up the back.

      “You’re the one who wanted me to do the acting, you know.”

      “I know,” I admitted. “And you’ll do a great job. I just meant … I feel like we’re on to something here. I don’t want to blow it when we might be getting close.”

      Imogen walked around to face me and braced my shoulders. “Just try to calm down Katie. We just got here a couple days ago, remember? You know I want to find Ramona too, but just don’t get your hopes up too high.”

      I nodded, but inside, my heart was galloping with expectation. Phineas Webb just had to be the key to unlock this mystery.

      

      The bells tolled seven o’clock just as we took cover in the shadows of the triple-arched carriageway of Somerset House.

      “What am I supposed to do with this handkerchief?” Imogen stuffed the cloth into her neckline, shook her head and pulled it out again.

      “I don’t know. Just carry it, I suppose.” I reached up to make sure my little straw brimmed hat was straight, then took a bracing breath. “Ready?”

      “Yup.” Imogen nodded, then, “Oh wait.” She stuffed the handkerchief up one of her ruffled sleeves. “Ok.”

      We linked arms the way we’d seen so many elegant ladies do, and stepped out into a pool of gaslight. There were crowds of people locked in enthusiastic conversation coming out of the open doors of the Exhibition Rooms. Two policemen stood on either side of the door. One of them caught my eye, and I quickly turned away, taking Imogen with me.

      “How are we supposed to have a private word with Phineas Webb if all these people are waiting to see him?” Imogen whispered.

      I shook my head, frustrated with myself. Why hadn’t I bargained on all of Mr. Webb’s admirers having the same bright idea to ambush him outside of the Exhibition Room? Only now did I realise how outlandish my idea had been, like trying to get an autograph from a Victorian rock star.

      The sound of hooves drew my eye to the carriageway where a pair of beautiful white horses pulled a luxurious carriage. The driver, a man in a tall top hat, called them to a halt in the middle of the carriageway and looked at a small door in the passage as if waiting for someone to come through it.

      I gasped. “Come with me,” I whispered, taking Imogen’s arm.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Remember what Janklow said about Phineas Webb? How he’s a hermit and avoids crowds?”

      A light switched on in Imogen’s eyes. “You think that could be his getaway carriage?”

      Just then, the side door opened, and two men stepped briskly out. The first wore a turban. He opened the carriage door and took out a fur blanket from inside. The other man was casting about anxiously, as if hoping not to be seen. He was very tall and impressive, even in the dim lighting, with thick, bushy sideburns that came right down to his chin.

      Although the picture I had seen of Phineas Webb in the case file was from his younger days, there was no mistaking the dignified face. “That’s him,” I said hoarsely in Imogen’s ear, and gave her arm a tug. “Quick, before he gets into the carriage!”

      Without a second’s hesitation, she rushed forward waving her hand as if to flag him down. “Oh, Mr. Webb. Thank heavens we haven’t missed you!”

      He froze, his foot was already on the step. Then, cautiously, he peered around the carriage door.

      Imogen, like a champion, dove right into conversation as if the whole thing had been rehearsed. “Oh, Mr. Webb, we’ve had such bad luck, you’ve no idea. I’m so glad we caught you. My father is the greatest admirer of your work. He wanted to attend the exhibition more than anything but he couldn’t because… because he’s away on business in…”

      I caught up to her just in time to blurt out, “India!”

      “Exactly,” Imogen said with a nod. “He’s in India working for… the Queen. So he sent me on his behalf. I’m very interested in art, you see. And–”

      “Pardon me, Miss.” Mr. Webb interrupted. He shook his head as if clearing it. “Your Father is…?”

      “Oh, how silly of me not to say. Lord Humphreys. You’ve probably heard of him?” Imogen paused hopefully.

      My heart pumped audibly.

      “Or if you’ve not heard of him, I’m sure that’s because he spends such a lot of his time in India… on business for the Queen.”

      Mr. Webb seemed to be searching his memory. “Yes. Yes, I dare say. Lord Humphreys. The name does ring a bell. And do I understand that your father has sent you to advise him on the purchase of one of my new paintings?”

      “Exactly. Only, unfortunately,” Imogen became suddenly forlorn, “our horse went lame on the way here and we’ve missed the exhibition. Such a pity… but maybe next time…” We both curtseyed and slowly, as slowly as we could manage, began to turn away. My heart was in my throat.

      “Wait.”

      My heart skipped a beat. We turned back to find Mr. Webb fingering for something inside his coat.

      “Why don’t you come for a private viewing of the paintings at my home. Would tomorrow at noon suit you? I shall have my butler set out a light luncheon.” He offered Imogen the card. In the carriage’s lamp light, its gold letters glimmered.

      Imogen took it. “Awesome!” She froze as soon as the word left her mouth.

      I glanced sideways at Imogen who looked petrified at Mr. Webb.

      He looked confused. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I meant,” Imogen cleared her throat, “I can hardly wait to see your AWE-inspiring work, Mr. Webb. Thank you for this wonderful opportunity.”

      He bowed. “Bid you good evening.” We watched the painter climb into his carriage, and the servant cover his lap with the fur blanket. The driver cracked his whip, the white horses sprang into an elegant trot, turning about in the courtyard past all the waiting admirers and out again through the carriageway.

      Only when the carriage was out of sight did Imogen and I do something that I confess was not very detective-like. We clasped hands and jumped up and down.

      “We did it!” she shrieked.

      “You did it!” I said, laughing. “That was your best performance yet!”

      “Except for that one little slip.” She covered her eyes with her hands. “Awesome?”

      “But you recovered brilliantly,” I reassured her.

      “You think?” She smiled. “Guess I was rather good, wasn’t I?” She tucked the little card with the gold inscription Phineas Warwick Webb into her jacket pocket, then linked her arm through mine. “You know, when we get back home, I might just try out for the school play.”
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            The Lady of Camelot

          

        

      

    

    
      We spent the next morning in our room getting ready for our private visit with Phineas Webb. I pored feverishly over the art reviews and newspaper clippings in the folder while Imogen practiced putting on aristocratic airs.

      “If only I’d known, I would have watched a few more costume dramas before coming here,” she lamented.

      “Oh, you’ll do fine. Although…”

      “Although what?” she demanded.

      I smiled. “It might not be a bad idea to practice your Queens’ English… you know, just to avoid any more slips like yesterday’s.”

      She crossed her arms defensively over her chest. “I speak Queen’s English. I am English, remember?”

      I kept my eyes firmly on the article I’d been reading. “Yes, but you speak a different Queen’s English to Phineas Webb. Maybe if you read a few of these articles, it’ll help you make the switch from Elizabeth II to Victoria.”

      She sank onto the bed with a frustrated sigh and began rifling through the stacks of papers I’d so carefully sorted into reviews, articles, letters and photographs, and then again by date.

      “On second thought,”– I winced – “why don’t I just read out to you the notes I’ve made so far. The most important thing is that you appear to know something about Phineas Webb’s paintings.”

      She stopped rifling and fell back onto the bed. “Go on, then. Brief me on the facts, Watson.”

      “Okay.” I cleared my throat. “First of all, the reviews show a sort of pattern. In Webb’s early days at the Academy, people couldn’t get enough of him. Even Charles Dickens and the famous critic John Ruskin thought he was the best thing since Michelangelo. It seems his paintings were unlike anything people had ever seen. And he had a sort of brotherhood of other young artists that wanted to paint like he did. They believed that the best art was medieval art, and that England ought to return to a sort of heraldic age.”

      “You mean like Webb’s exhibition? The Age of Chivalry? King Arthur and Queen Guinevere, and Lancelot and all that?”

      I nodded. “They even called themselves the Round Table, only Webb was definitely their Arthur by the looks of it. Even his younger brother had to live in his shadow.”

      “Ouch. So his brother was a painter too?”

      I nodded. “There’s a photo of them together in here somewhere, when they were young.” I flipped through the stack of images until I found what I was looking for.

      Imogen sat up and looked over my shoulder at the photograph. It was a little faded, but someone had handwritten beneath it, Gabriel and Phineas Webb, Royal Academy Annual Exhibition, 1848. Taken over thirty-five years ago. The two handsome, distinguished young men stood with their arms around one another’s shoulders.

      “Huh. Well that’s interesting.” Imogen fell back again. “What’s next?”

      I slipped the photograph into the flap in the back cover of my detective notebook – I’d examine it more closely later – then flipped back to my notes. “Right. There are a bunch of articles about The Wedding Feast. You know, the stolen painting,” I added, seeing Imogen’s confused look. “It went on a world tour, and it seems everyone who was anyone saw it: maharajas, the Emperor of Russia, even the Pope.”

      Imogen pulled a face. “What’s so special about it?”

      I shook my head. “I guess it was just … different. But after that painting, he kind of lost his touch.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, apparently, after 1851, nobody liked a single painting he did. There’s not a single good review. They’re all brutal. The newspaper articles say Phineas Webb had to sell The Wedding Feast to St. Paul’s Cathedral just to keep from going bankrupt.”

      Imogen scratched her head. “So … explain how he’s now the best thing to come to England since Victoria sponge cake?”

      “Because of this.” I handed her a bundle of articles and pointed to the titles: Phineas Warwick Webb re-emerges like a phoenix from the ashes. The Muses revisit Phineas Warwick Webb. Phineas Warwick Webb to be knighted on New Year’s Eve in honour of his contribution to Great Britain’s artistic milieu.

      “Strange, isn’t it?” Imogen said through a yawn.

      “Think you can remember all this when you meet him?” I asked, trying not to sound worried.

      “Sure I can.” Then noting my less-than-confident expression, she added, “Well he’s not exactly going to give me a quiz on his life, is he?”

      “Don’t forget what Inspector Janklow said. No direct or overly personal questions. We’ve got one chance, so we can’t afford to put him off. Stick to flattery and keep him talking as much as possible.”

      “I’ve got it, I’ve got it.” She lazily moved to the window and gazed out, then twirled around. “Oh crumbs! It’s half past eleven! We’ve got to get all the way to Bloomsbury in half an hour, and it looks like it’s going to rain.”

      My heart skipped a beat. How had we forgotten the time? “We really need to get a watch,” I said, stuffing my detective notebook into my bag. We both grabbed our hats and bolted out the door and down the first flight of steps, nearly colliding with Agatha Turvey who was just emerging from her bedroom.

      “Good heavens!” she cried, leaning against the wall with one hand to her forehead.

      We both apologised, though she hardly seemed to hear us.

      With a whimper she said, “I’ve been meaning to ask… about your father… the donation…”

      “Oh yes,” Imogen said. “He wrote this morning about it, Miss Turvey.”

      Before she could ask any more questions, we flew down the next flight of stairs with Miss Turvey’s moans of “Oh, my poor nerves” following us out the door.

      We were in such a hurry, we didn’t even notice the bulldog or the jutting-out ears of the figure leaning against the gate.

      “Oi! Wha’s the rush?”

      “Dobbs?” Now I was looking right at him, but I hardly believed my eyes that this was the same boy. He had the same impish face sure enough, though several shades cleaner. He had on a new pair of fitting trousers, polished leather boots with no holes, and a tidy, brown jacket with all its buttons intact. When he removed his wool cap, I was shocked to see a valiant attempt had been made to comb his lion-like hair down flat.

      “You look… different,” I said, unable to hide my surprise. I looked down and noticed even Betsy’s coat gleamed with cleanliness.

      Ears glowing, he rubbed his nose on his clean sleeve. “Inspector Janklow said I ‘ad to look respectable if I was to pass as your chaperone. Mrs. Janklow stitched these up for me.” He tugged at his trouser leg. “Feels a bit like spreadin’ butter on bacon, if you ask me. But Janklow’s the boss, so…”

      An awkward moment passed in which we all just stood looking at each other before Dobbs remembered something and snapped his fingers. “I was to deliver a message. Janklow says meet him at the tea shop outside St. Paul’s at three o’clock, if that suits you. An’ Mrs. Janklow says come ‘round for a cup o’ tea whenever you like in the meantime.”

      “What happened to all your suspicion that Inspector Janklow is in cahoots with the bobbies?” Imogen asked snidely.

      “On me honour,” Dobbs said, solemnly laying his hand over his heart, “Inspector Janklow ‘n’ his missus are the finest folk in her Majesty’s Kingdom. Gave Bess ‘n’ me the first bed as we can remember sleeping in … though Mrs. Janklow did make us both wash ‘afore she’d let us into it.”

      Imogen sniffed the air in Dobbs’s direction. “So she did. Not bad, Dobbs.”

      “You two don’t look ‘alf shabby yourselves,” Dobbs commented with a nod to our new clothes.

      “We’ll look shabby soon enough in this mizzle,” Imogen groaned.

      Sure enough, beads of mist clung to the strands of hair around her face. Soon our borrowed fine clothes would look just like bags of soggy fabric.

      “Dobbs, we’ve got to get to Bloomsbury, and quick,” I explained. “We’re having tea with Phineas Webb in twenty minutes. Know any short cuts?”

      His mouth and eyes had grown circular. “Tea with Phineas… God ‘elp you, you’ll be a right mess if you walk up to Bloomsbury in this stuff. He’ll never take you for ladies then. ‘Ow ‘bout I call you a cab?”

      “We still haven’t got any money, remember?” Imogen said impatiently.

      Dobbs reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of coins.

      I gave him a look. “Where did that come from?”

      “It’s clean money, I swear it! The Inspector said I was to earn respectf’ly. Made me spend the whole afternoon blacking shoes outside the Temple Courts.” He showed us both his hands which were covered in black shoe polish.

      I smiled my approval. “Feels good doing honest work, doesn’t it?”

      He looked uncertainly at a big blister on his thumb and grimaced. “Not sure I’d go as far as that.”

      Dobbs managed to flag down a cab in ten seconds flat, much to the relief of the swarming butterflies in my stomach. At least we were going to get there on time. As to what happened when we got there… We would cross that bridge soon enough. Or sink in the attempt.

      “Wha’s the address?” The cabbie grunted.

      Imogen read it off the card: “Number sixty-four, Bloomsbury Square Gardens.”

      The cabbie sat up straight, then turned on his perch and gave us a look as if he’d just seen a ghost. “I know the place. Phineas Warwick Webb’s house. Took a young lady there once before. Beautiful lady she was.”

      My tummy butterflies took off swarming again, and the words tumbled out of my mouth. “Was she dark? With dark hair?”

      He gawked. “Tha’s right. Sorta exotic like, she was. But ‘ow’d you–”

      “How long ago?” I interrupted. My heart was in my mouth.

      He bit his thumbnail in thought for what felt like a long moment. “Law, must’ve been ‘bout this time last year. Tha’s right. Was ‘bout the new year.”

      Imogen and I looked at each other. “Thank you,” I said to the cabbie, and we leapt into his cab as fast as our petticoats would allow.

      It was raining hard when we drove up along a row of beautiful brick houses lining the four sides of a snow-covered garden square. All the houses looked the same, except for the colour of their doors… all except the last one on the row. It was twice as big, half-hidden by hedges and creeping vines, and enclosed by a tall iron gate. A brown-skinned man with a turban stood at the gate with a crimson umbrella. I thought it was the strangest sight, and then I realised the cab was stopping in front of the house. The man in the turban approached the cab as if he’d been expecting our arrival and opened the door.

      “Miss Humphreys, I believe?” he said in an air of perfect gentility, then held out his hand and helped Imogen, then me out of the cab, all the while holding his crimson umbrella over our heads with the other hand.

      We paid the cabbie, then followed the man up the stone path to the house’s entrance beneath a grand, pointed archway. Dobbs and Betsy followed behind, getting drenched.

      After he had led us into the foyer, the man in the turban turned and looked down his long, straight nose at Dobbs. “Perhaps the gentleman and his dog would like to dry themselves by the kitchen fire? I will show you. And may I take the ladies’ shawls and bags?”

      I thanked him and handed over my shawl.

      “And madam’s bag?”

      I handed over my satchel somewhat reluctantly; but it wasn’t as if I’d be able to take notes while we were right under Phineas Webb’s nose, so I let it go. He bowed, then addressed Dobbs. “Right this way, if you please.”

      As the two of them turned down a corridor to the left, a maid entered the foyer. She greeted us politely with an efficient curtsey, but not warmly. “Mr. Webb welcomes you to Camelot.” Again she curtseyed, then offered us each a beautifully embroidered cashmere shawl.

      Catching each other’s wowed eyes, we wrapped the shawls around our shoulders and followed the maid into the main entrance. If I’d been wowed before, I was floored now. In front of us was a carved wooden staircase with golden banisters. Lanterns with coloured glass hung from chains attached to a ceiling so high up above, it could not be seen. The walls were wild with prints of peacocks, hares, dogs and vines, and a great black bear rug carpeted the floor at the foot of the stair.

      “Mr. Webb requests that you wait for him in the gallery,” the maid said, shaking us out of our amazed stupor. We followed her down a long corridor with violet silk-covered walls and golden vaulted ceilings. We passed marble statues of saints and fauns, suits of armour and heraldic shields, and finally stopped at a carved wooden door beneath a pointed arch. Two gargoyle heads stared at us from either side of the door as the maid opened it and invited us to pass through.

      It became instantly clear why the two gargoyles were stationed outside the door. They were guarding a treasure vault. The room we entered was the most stunning part of the house yet: a large, hexagonal room lit by stained glass windows and a single skylight high above in the vaulted ceiling. The walls were canary yellow and adorned with tapestries of medieval banquets. There was a tea table in front of a giant stone hearth surrounded by expensive-looking, cushiony furniture.

      Perhaps most extraordinary of all were the bird cages. At least a dozen of them hung near the stained glass windows inhabited by the most exotic-looking birds, each chirping and whistling its own unique song. They were so beautiful, and yet I felt sad to hear them calling and cooing from behind bars. They should be free, I thought. Not used for decoration.

      “This place is insane,” Imogen whispered as the maid pulled the door closed and left us alone. “It’s like Cinderella’s castle meets the Hunchback of Notre Dame. No wonder Phineas Webb hardly ever leaves home.”

      I slowly revolved on the spot, taking in the fairy world we had stumbled upon, then stopped. There was so much to see in the room, I hadn’t noticed a row of easels lined up on the far side, each one with a covered canvas. “Do you think those are the paintings we’ve come to look at?” I asked, checking the door over my shoulder as I moved for a closer look.

      Imogen followed on my heels. “Only one way to find out.”

      I reached out and caught the corner of one of the velvet covers. Carefully peeling it back, I caught my breath and heard Imogen’s breath catch beside me.

      The painting was beyond beautiful, all in deep, rich, earthy colours. It showed a window in a stone tower surrounded by a moat. Wisteria vines grew up the tower and framed the window, drawing my eye to look inside. When I did, my eyes met the dark, glistening eyes of a woman with long, flowing black hair. She appeared as proud and lovely as a Queen, yet as lonely as a lost child. She was as exotic and wild as Webb’s birds and, like them, had a sad longing for freedom in her eyes. I knew her at once, and my heart reached out to her with an aching longing to unlock her tower door and set her free. She was, after all, my great-great-great-grandmother.

      “Ah, I see you’ve met my lady,” a deep, velvety voice spoke from behind. My hand dropped, letting the cover fall.
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      “Miss Humphreys.” Phineas Webb took Imogen’s hand in his and held it to his lips, revealing his full head of thick grey hair. He looked older than I had thought last night.

      “And I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of learning your friend’s name.”

      “Oh, sorry.” Imogen presented me. “This is my cousin, Katie Watson. She’s a great admirer of your paintings as well, Mr. Webb.”

      “Enchanted.” I observed him as he bent over to kiss my hand as well. He was still very handsome for a man rather older than my dad, and was dressed to the hilt in a peacock-blue waistcoat and paisley cravat. But his eyes had the far-off look of someone who is weary with the world. There was something familiar in that look too, though I couldn’t think why.

      He turned to the paintings and lifted the velvet curtain I had let drop, then proceeded to lift the other covers from the other canvases, all but one. As my eyes flitted from one painting to the next, my heart all the while raced faster. Every single painting featured a woman I knew could only be Ramona, each time depicted as a medieval maiden, and each time with the same sad eyes.

      Mr. Webb cleared his throat, making me suddenly aware that he was waiting for our reaction.

      “They’re wonderful,” I said enthusiastically.

      “Yes, the reviews were right, Mr. Webb,” Imogen chimed in enthusiastically. “I do feel transported to an age of chivalry just looking at these. My Father will just adore them.”

      The smallest, polite smile appeared on his lips. “I am pleased to hear your father favours the bygone days as I do. There are very few modern men who appreciate the greatness of our lost past.” He paused a moment, transfixed on the painting of the woman in the tower, then seemed to come back to himself. “All of these you see represent women of the Arthurian Legends. Here, as you can see, I’ve depicted the Lady of Shalott.” He moved on to the next canvas. “And here we have Nymue, the Lady of the Lake, offering Arthur the sword Excalibur.”

      “And what’s under here?” In Imogen’s show of enthusiasm, she had rushed past Phineas to lift the cover of the final painting.

      “That is–” Phineas held up his hand to stop her, but too late. The cover dropped to the floor revealing an only partially painted canvas, the beginning outlines of a king and queen sitting on thrones. “Unfinished.” Hastily, he swept up the velvet cover from the floor and threw it back over the canvas. He didn’t turn back to us immediately, but seemed to be gathering himself. When at last he did turn, there was the same polite smile, still in place. “Excuse me,” he said apologetically. “It is just that I never reveal my works in progress. I find it spoils the final effect.”

      Imogen’s cheeks glowed. She seemed to have lost confidence and gave me a pleading look for help.

      “I… I was wondering, Mr. Webb,” I launched in without knowing where I was going, “about the lady in your paintings. I’ve never seen anyone quite like her. Is she someone you know?”

      I watched him closely, but his face didn’t betray the least sign of emotion. After a moment in which he toyed with a ring on his little finger, he answered matter-of-factly, “She was my housekeeper, years ago. An exceptional beauty. She possessed such a… an otherworldly aura, I was simply compelled to paint her.”

      “Your housekeeper?” I repeated, trying to sound much less interested than I really was. In reality, the next question was ready to explode from my lips; but I took a breath and smiled. “And … you said she was your housekeeper. Does she still work for you? I mean,” – I cast a glance at the paintings – “you still paint her, don’t you?”

      The searching look he gave me, as if he’d just seen me for the first time, caught me off-guard. “From memory, yes,” he answered.

      My heart plummeted into my stomach. “Memory?”

      “But,” he continued, “my memories of her are as vibrant as if they were made only yesterday.”

      “But you don’t mean…” I was afraid to ask, but I had to. “She didn’t…”

      “She never belonged to this city,” he cut me off. “Or this world of machines and soot and modern madness. No.” His eyes swept lovingly over The Lady of Shalott. “She belonged to that world. A world of beauty, chivalry, fantasies come true.”

      I felt my legs giving out beneath me for fear of what this meant. It was too straightforward a question, but I had to know the truth. “Mr. Webb, you’re not saying she’s dead?”

      To my bewilderment, he actually smiled, as if the idea amused him. “Dead, Miss Watson? How could she be dead? I have made her immortal.”

      I cast a confused look at Imogen where she stood just behind Phineas.

      He caught the look and chuckled. “In my paintings, of course. In my paintings.”

      Then, with such a sudden shift in mood that it left my head spinning, he said cheerfully, “But how very bullish of me not to offer you any refreshment! I did ask my butler for tea on the quarter of the hour precisely.”

      He reached into his waistcoat pocket and brought out the most extraordinary pocketwatch. When he gave it a flip with his thumb, a tiny golden canary bird popped up and began actually to flap its delicate golden wings and chirp.

      It had only sung the first few notes of a melody when a tingle travelled up my spine. I could tell from Imogen’s eyes, as round as Miss Turvey’s currant buns, that she recognised the song too. It was the very same sad, sweet song Ka-Ti had sung to bring the painted horses to life. Ramona’s song.

      Mr. Webb snapped the pocketwatch shut with an abruptness that shattered the song’s spell but left me in a daze.

      “What an extraordinary watch,” Imogen was saying. “Wherever did you get it? I must ask my father for one just like it.”

      “I found it. At a pawn shop,” Mr. Webb answered disinterestedly. “I thought it pretty, and as you can see, I have a fascination with birds. I carry this little canary in my pocket as a sort of good luck charm.”

      “Oh, may I see?” Imogen held out her gloved hand with an innocent, girlish expression.

      Mr. Webb eyed her hand for a moment, then smiled and placed the watch in it. “Of course.”

      “Look, Katie.” Imogen held up the watch so that I could get a better look at it. “Isn’t it sweet?”

      “Mmhmm,” I answered, perusing the watch for a clue, perhaps an engraving of a name. I found only the tiny inscription Salomon & Botts etched into the back case with a crack down the middle. The case appeared to have been broken in two, then welded back together.

      “Ah, here is the tea now,” Mr. Webb said brightly as the door opened and a trio of maids entered with silver trays. He held out his hand for the pocketwatch, then returned it to his waistcoat pocket before offering us each an arm and leading us to the cushiony sofas.

      An extravagant spread of sandwiches, scones and cakes was laid before us, but my mind was far too agitated to leave room for an appetite. I filled my plate, though, while trying desperately to think of some way of bringing up the subject of Mr. Webb’s model again. But it was no good. Mr. Webb was asking questions of his own about Imogen’s father and his work in India. Something he was saying caught my attention.

      “I quite understand the challenges of living in two different worlds at once.” He paused to take a gentlemanly sip from his teacup, then continued. “My work often takes me abroad. In fact, I only just arrived back to London in time for the exhibition yesterday.”

      “Oh? Where did you go?” Imogen asked in her girlish way that was so disarming. “Somewhere exciting?”

      Mr. Webb appeared to be lost in his teacup as he gave the answer. “Somewhere very, very far from here.” He took another sip.

      “And what are you planning on painting next?” Imogen asked when he’d risen out of his cup and placed it on the tea table.

      He sat back and crossed his legs. “As a matter of fact, I am approaching the end of my career. You may have heard, but I am to be knighted by Her Majesty on New Year’s Eve at Buckingham Palace. That night shall also mark my retirement.”

      “You mean you aren’t going to paint anymore?” Imogen asked in a tone of concern.

      Phineas thought a moment before answering. “I may. But I should like to try some new venture. Leave London and all of its raucous and ugly machinery.”

      His words struck panic in me. He meant to leave London in only a few days’ time, which meant our chances of finding out what he knew of Ramona were quickly running out. In a moment of recklessness, I asked, “Will you see your housekeeper before you go?”

      “My housekeeper?” His look was uncertain.

      “I mean the one from the paintings. Your model. She lives in London, doesn’t she?”

      As soon as I’d asked it, I knew I’d gone too far. His whole body went stiff, his expression cold and distant. As if he hadn’t heard me at all, he stood. “Thank you for favouring me, ladies. If you’ll excuse me, I have some pressing matters.” He bowed and left the room before we could so much as stand to curtsey.
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      “Well? ‘Ow’d it go?” Dobbs asked in a confidential whisper as soon as we were on the other side of Camelot’s iron gates.

      “Imogen was brilliant,” I grumbled, causing Dobbs to take a step away from me as we crossed the street to Bloomsbury Square Gardens. I could have kicked myself if I hadn’t been wearing a skirt and petticoat. “How could I be so stupid?” I groaned, running my hands down my face in utter self-contempt.

      “You weren’t stupid, Katie.” Imogen rested her arm over my shoulder. “How could you have known he would react like that?”

      I made straight for a bench under a knobbly old chestnut tree and sank down onto it, regretting it a moment later when dampness soaked through my skirt. “I can’t believe after telling you to be careful, I’m the one who went and scared him off. I completely blew it.”

      Imogen slumped down on the wet bench beside me. Meanwhile, Dobbs propped himself against the tree and Betsy rooted for chestnuts in the wet dirt. “I really think you’re being too hard on yourself,” she said. “And anyway, you didn’t blow it. The very fact that he responded the way he did means something.”

      I lifted my face out of my hands and looked her in the eye. “That’s what I thought too. But Im, what if it means something… something bad?” I couldn’t bring myself to say what I feared. “He looked sort of… hurt, didn’t he? And all that about immortalising her… about her not belonging to this world… Im, what if Ramona is…  you don’t think she’s…”

      “If she were dead, he would’ve just said so,” she answered confidently. “Sounds more to me like she ran off and broke his heart.”

      I looked at her surprised. “You think so?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Katie. You’re a great detective, but you don’t know the first thing about romance. Why would he paint all those pictures of Ramona as Guinevere and himself as Arthur if he wasn’t in love with her?”

      “So you thought Arthur looked like Webb too?”

      “It was obvious. Embarrassing, really.”

      My mouth dropped open, self-hatred giving way to excitement. “And what about the musical pocketwatch? I nearly choked when I heard the song come out of that little canary.”

      Imogen nodded enthusiastically. “I bet that’s why he lied about where he got it. It must have been a gift from her. He finds it too painful to remember!”

      If Imogen was right, Phineas Webb’s coldness and hermit tendencies made sense. I felt sorry for him, alone with a broken heart all those years. But my sympathy didn’t rub out the frustration of not knowing where Ramona had gone. Something was missing from the whole picture.

      I shut my eyes and rubbed my temples, trying with all my brainpower to find it. “How can we be so close, but still feel so far from finding her?” I muttered. “If we only knew who stole Webb’s painting… who put the magic one in its place… That has to be the missing piece, surely.”

      A strange gurgling sound from the oak tree caused Imogen and me to turn. Dobbs’s ears were glowing again, and he was hugging his middle. “Wot?” he said defensively. “Some of us wasn’t offered anyfink to eat with our tea.”

      “Oh, sorry Dobbs.” I opened the flap of my bag, dug in and pulled out the bun wrapped in my handkerchief. “Here, I’ve got a bun saved from breakfast in my bag.”

      Dobbs took it gratefully and threw Betsy a chunk before cramming the rest into his own mouth. My hand, meanwhile, hovered over my open bag. Something felt off.

      “Hang on a minute.” I pried open the bag and peered inside, then reached my hand in again and felt all the way around the inner lining. In a flash of horror, I realised what was missing. “My detective notebook. It’s gone.”

      “What?” Now Imogen grabbed the bag off my lap and tried her luck. “But that doesn’t make sense. I saw you put it in there before we left the hostel. And who would take your notebook?”

      Without meaning to, both of our heads turned towards Dobbs whose cheeks were swollen to bursting with bun.

      “Wot you lookin’ at me for?” he protested, sending bits of bun bursting from his stuffed cheeks. He gulped down his mouthful. “Ain’t that nice. Soon as somefink goes missin’, ol’ Dobbs must be the culprit. Well, you can search me.” He held up his hands. “These ‘ands is clean.”

      “Get a grip. We’re not blaming you,” Imogen snapped, though I’m sure she felt as ashamed as I did for suspecting him.

      “I’ll bet it was that manservant chap with the towel wrapped about ‘is ‘ead,” Dobbs said confidentially.

      Imogen shot him one of her withering glares. “It wasn’t a towel, it was a turban. And that’s a ridiculous idea. What would a famous painter’s manservant want with Katie’s notebook? Only a pickpocket would think to suspect him.”

      “Reckon it takes one to know one,” Dobbs muttered hotly.

      Imogen rolled her eyes.

      I stayed out of the argument and focused on mentally retracing my steps. “It was definitely here when we arrived in the cab,” I said. “I’m absolutely sure of that.”

      “Don’t guess you might have left it in the cab?” Imogen suggested.

      I shook my head. “I never took it out of the bag.”

      “Maybe it fell out. Look, don’t worry. If you try, I bet you can remember most of what you’d written and just copy it down again.”

      I closed my eyes, mentally flipping through the pages and pages of notes I’d scribbled. “It was mostly a bunch of notes from the Phineas Webb file… and the photograph of him and his brother… oh yeah,”– I winced as I remembered– “and Inspector Janklow’s card… and the Misses Turveys’ address, so that if the notebook did go missing someone might find it and know where to return it.”

      “Oh, well, nothing to worry about, then,” Imogen said with false chirpiness. “Whoever finds it will only know where we’re staying and who we’re working for. No big deal!”

      My head found its way once again into my hands. “This has not been a good day for me.”

      “Cheer up, Miss Katie,” I felt Dobbs’s hand rest on my shoulder. “It may be that Inspector Janklow’s got some news that’ll brighten you up. Or at least he might ‘ave an idea as to how to find a missing notebook being a detective ’n’ all.”

      I nodded but said nothing. Imogen got up to go. I let her and Dobbs walk on a few paces; then, feeling I’d rather just sit there in soggy misery, I pulled myself up and muttered under my breath, “I’m supposed to be one too.”

      

      We took an omnibus to Charing Cross and walked along the Thames path to St. Paul’s Cathedral to avoid the crowded Strand. Inspector Janklow was waiting for us at the bottom of the cathedral steps. A pipe was clenched between his teeth, and he was just consulting his pocketwatch as we walked up.

      “Ah, just in time,” he said. “I’ve an errand for you, Arthur.” I realised he was speaking to Dobbs as the boy came to attention. “You’ll find a certain diminutive man by the name of Mortimer working at the John Soane Museum in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Ask for him and tell him I will meet him at the Seven Stars within half the hour. I owe him a drink.”

      “A’ once, sir.” Dobbs tipped the brim of his new woollen cap, turned on his heels like a soldier, and he and Betsy scampered away on their errand.

      Janklow watched him go, thoughtfully smoking his pipe, then turned to Imogen and me. “And did you ladies meet with any success on your little off-the-books mission?” He tapped his finger to his nose as he said off-the-books.

      “Oh, just a little,” Imogen said, hardly containing her self-satisfaction. “We’ve just had tea with Phineas Webb and a private viewing of his paintings at his home.”

      Inspector Janklow lowered the pipe and gave us both a long, hard look. “And what in heaven’s name did you say to charm him so? I do hope no laws were broken in the process?”

      “Not unless flattery and little white lies are against the law,” Imogen said innocently. “All part of the detective’s toolbox, right?”

      I thought the Inspector looked rather uncomfortable. “As are dignity and self-restraint.”

      “Don’t worry,” I assured him. “We just showed a little more interest in patronising his paintings than we could actually afford. No harm was done.”

      Janklow raised his eyebrows. “Ingenious, I must say. But, Miss Watson, if you don’t mind my mentioning, you do look a little out of sorts. Was Mr. Webb not the lead to your missing relation that you’d hoped for?”

      “Not exactly, but–” I told him about the Camelot paintings and how Webb had been reluctant to say much at all about Ramona. Imogen added her theory of Webb’s having been thwarted in love.

      Inspector Janklow listened intently, the ridges on his forehead kneading in thought all the while. “There may be something in all of this. The man is a walking mystery, make no mistake. And speaking of mysteries, shall we inspect the scene of the crime together?”

      A man in a long, white robe met us at the door of the cathedral and led us down to the crypt where hung the painting I knew so well by now. An area around the painting had been roped off, but Janklow lifted the rope and invited us to join him inside.

      “What we have here, ladies, is a classic ‘locked room’ scenario,” he began. “The cleric assures me that all external doors were locked. He personally bolted the western doors and side exits. He has vouched that The Wedding Feast was there one moment, then gone the very next. The police were sent for immediately, and, as you know, two young ladies were seen moments later running from the western portal.”

      Imogen flew to our defence. “That’s because we were locked in. We didn’t–”

      Janklow held up his hands. “This is not an interrogation, Miss Humphreys. Reason supports that even two such capable and independent young ladies could not carry away a painting of that magnitude. I am merely stating all the facts of the case.”

      Imogen squirmed at my side, but said nothing.

      Janklow began to pace back and forth as he continued. “Now, the theft may appear to be the work of a ghost or spirit, but of course the one thing we can be certain of is a rational explanation. You have already dispelled one impossibility by telling me that in fact the cathedral was not empty on the night of the theft. The two of you were inside. And who is to say someone else was not, unbeknown to you both, lurking in the shadows? At least we can be certain we are dealing with flesh and blood.”

      Imogen and I shot a quick glance at one another.

      “Look closely, Miss Watson. Do you detect any other signs or clues that might shed light on the crime?” Janklow stood back, giving me an invitation to get closer to the painting.

      I took a deep breath to focus. Nervously, I stepped up, trying to think back to all the Sherlock Holmes stories I had read. Imagining what Sherlock would do on the scene of a crime, I raked over the painting with my eyes, left to right, top to bottom. With every sweep of my eyes, my heart raced a little faster. I half expected the painting to come alive at any moment. I hoped it would; then Janklow would see for himself. But it remained still and lifeless like any ordinary painting.

      When my eyes reached the bottom of the frame, I squinted to make out a tiny object in the right-hand corner. “There’s something here. A little sketch. A bird, perhaps?” A bird. Ramona drew a kingfisher on all of her sketches. Could it be? “It could be some sort of signature,” I suggested.

      Janklow took a monocle from his breast pocket and leaned in for a look. “I confess I hadn’t noticed it before. Very good, Miss Watson. You might be on to something there. Anything else?”

      My eyes moved outside the painting, wandering about the wall. “There,” I said, pointing to a mark in the plaster just above the picture frame. “Looks like the thief was in a hurry to hang the painting and left a scratch.”

      Janklow nodded approvingly. “Just so. We might conclude from a scratch of that depth that our thief either has long, thick fingernails or…”

      “Wears a ring,” I finished, feeling more exhilarated with each discovery.

      “So we are looking for a person of considerable height – a man, most likely – who wears a ring. As I see it, two questions emerge.” Janklow lifted one finger. “Firstly, who of that description would wish to steal the painting?”

      As I thought about what sort of person our culprit could be, Imogen blurted out “Anyone who wanted to make a lot of money,” as if the answer were obvious.

      “Ah yes, Miss Humphreys, the motive of money often comes into play. But we must weigh it up with the second question: Who would wish to steal the painting, and,” he lifted a second finger, “why replace it with this particular, unknown picture?”

      I had been asking myself the same two questions for the past two days, but as I had not succeeded in coming up with any answers, I kept quiet.

      Imogen spoke up again. “Maybe the thief hoped no one would notice?”

      Janklow considered this. “Possible,” he answered. “But that implies our crook is an idiot. This does not appear to be the work of an idiot; therefore, I believe the choice is significant.”

      I hadn’t thought of it like that before. “So, you think whoever did it was trying to send a message about Mr. Webb?”

      Janklow tapped his nose. “My thinking precisely, Miss Watson.”

      I bit my lip, trying not to beam at his praise.

      Janklow continued. “I’ve asked Mr. Webb to provide me with a list of all of his rivals, enemies and patrons. Meanwhile, I’ve asked my contact, an art dealer by the name of Mortimer, to go digging through some more obscure archives from London’s lesser-known galleries.” He paused to consult his pocketwatch. “If we leave now, we should be right on time to meet him. I am hoping he will have some tasty little morsel of information to offer us. Shall we?”

      I could have walked on air. Collecting clues, meeting agents, collaborating with a real London detective. If only Charlie could be here to see me now, I thought as I followed Janklow through the cathedral doors and watched him fix his bowler hat on again. This was the stuff Charlie and I used to pretend in our make-believe detective games. Now it was real, and I was right where I wanted to be: in the thick of it.
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      It was a short walk down Fleet Street back to Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Inspector Janklow led us to a poky pub behind the Royal Courts of Justice called the Seven Stars. The place was packed with men dressed in black robes and white wigs. Through the fumes of their cigars, the strange sight of a black cat wearing a white ruff collar caught my eye as it paced along the bar and occasionally rubbed up against a drinker. As I watched it, a startlingly loud sneeze erupted from somewhere behind.

      Janklow held up a finger. “I dare say that’s our man.”

      Sure enough, Janklow followed the sound of the sneezes and forged his way to a table in a private little bay. There sat Dobbs and Betsy, accompanied by a funny-looking little balding man. He wore round wire spectacles, and his thin moustache moved up and down like an inchworm with every twitch of his nose.

      Seeing the Inspector approach, the man stuffed his handkerchief into his pocket and stood to shake hands with Janklow. The top of his glassy head did not even reach the Inspector’s shoulder.

      “Penrose Mortimer, at your service,” he said, offering us each a firm, fast handshake.

      “This head you see here,” – Janklow spoke to Imogen and me, but referred to Mr. Mortimer’s head – contains more specialist knowledge of the visual arts than all of London’s libraries put together.”

      “Now now now, Inspector,” the man said in a voice that made me think of Munchkin Land. “You really oughtn’t exaggerate my talents. But as it happens,” he paused and pulled out his handkerchief just in time to catch a stupendous sneeze. “Cats,” he sniffled. “Where was I? Oh yes. I was going to say that I did manage to dig up some information on–”

      He was interrupted again by a barmaid who swished up to the table, flashing a glinting, gold-toothed smile. “What’ll you and your friends ‘ave, Inspector?”

      “Thank you, Bonnie. The usual sherry for me and, erm, tea for the young ladies?”

      We nodded. Bonny swished off to the bar and we all turned eagerly back to Mr. Mortimer’s information.

      “As I was saying, it took a great deal of digging, but I did manage to find a record of the mysterious little painting in the end. I am astonished I knew nothing of it before, as it was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1848, and is the work of the Academy’s most promising student at that time.”

      I was on the edge of my seat to hear the name of the person, but Mr. Penrose Mortimer carried on in his squeaky, excited way.

      “The reviews suggest that the painting caused quite a stir at the time, and several offers of purchase were made. But it never went up for auction, and the promising young artist tragically threw away his future in dissolute living. He disappeared from good society altogether.”

      “Who was he?” I asked, unable to wait another second.

      Mr. Mortimer slid a piece of paper across the table towards the Inspector. Imogen and I both leaned in. It was a magazine clipping with a tiny engraving of the painting. The heading on the article read, ‘Celebrated Round Table Artist Gabriel Webb Shows New Side with Latest Work, On the Steps of St. Paul’s.’

      After scanning the article, Inspector Janklow leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, well, Penrose. Looks like you’ve pinpointed our culprit.” That look came into his eyes, as if he were focused on some distant vision only he could see. “Rival brothers. Why, it all fits like clockwork! Gabriel had all the promise but lost it. He has suffered his brother’s success all these years in silence, and it’s driven him mad. So what does he do? He replaces Phineas’s greatest work with a forgotten, overlooked one of his own. How very elegant.”

      I listened carefully to his deductions. It all made sense, I couldn’t disagree; but a heavy feeling of dread outweighed the excitement of discovery. Cautiously, I voiced my concern. “But if no one has seen Gabriel Webb in years, how do we find him?”

      “Ah, Miss Watson,” Inspector Janklow surfaced from his far-off place and looked me keenly in the eye. “Mr. Mortimer never said that Gabriel Webb had not been seen. Only that he had disappeared from good society. In this city, good society is but one stone in a thousand to turn over.”

      “But what if he’s not in London anymore?” I asked.

      Janklow tapped his nose with a wry smile. “Leave it to me, Miss Watson. I’m like a hound when it comes to sniffing out criminals. There is no distance too great for this nose of mine to follow.”

      

      A dense mist had fallen on the dark London streets when we left the Seven Stars. Janklow bid us goodnight and turned towards his office. I could easily imagine him, elbows rested on his immaculate desk, his fingertips lightly touching, stewing over the case through the long night.

      As tired as we all were from the day’s business, there was now so much to think about. The three of us – Dobbs, Imogen and I – could talk of nothing but Gabriel Webb on the walk back to the Misses Turveys’.

      “Do you think he knew about the paints he used? That they were…” Imogen stopped short when I gave her a look and raised my eyebrows towards Dobbs. He was listening carefully to every word. “Special?” she finished.

      “Wha’s so special ‘bout ‘em?” Dobbs asked. “Paints is paints, ain’t they?”

      We both pretended not to hear the question.

      “The one thing we can be almost sure of is that he got the paints from Ramona, one way or another.” I said.

      “Then we’re one giant leap closer to solvin’ it!” Dobbs’s impish face was full of excitement as it moved in and out of the lamplight. “We know who dunnit now. All we ‘ave to do is find Gabriel, and I’ll bet we find your missin’ lady.”

      “Yeah, simple,” I said a little more flatly than I meant to. In one way, he was right. We had taken a giant leap forward by unmasking the thief. But we had gained another missing person in the process, which felt like two giant leaps backwards.

      We carried on talking as we turned onto Long Acre. I noticed that, except for the odd cab, the street was dead quiet now the dark had chased home the merchants and shoppers … all except for one lone figure leaning against a lamppost just across the street from the hostel. The lamp’s light flooded over him, leaving his face in shadow, but revealing a stunted, hulking shape in a brown, battered trench coat.  The shadowy figure spat noisily, and Betsy began to growl deep in her throat.

      My heart jumped into my throat. I reached out and pulled Dobbs closer to whisper in his ear. “Don’t look now, but there’s a man across the street. Do you recognise him?”

      Dobbs pretended to bend down and lace up his shoe, in the meantime managing a glance towards the still, watching figure.

      He stood up and leaned in close for Imogen and me to hear. “I don’t know ‘im, but I know of  ‘im. Name’s Tobias Wix.”

      “Tobias Wix?” Imogen shot a glance over Dobbs’s head. “What’s that ape doing here? You don’t think he’s following us?”

      “”Ow do you two know ‘im?” Dobbs asked in a tone of surprise.

      “The night we met you, he tried to steal Imogen’s purse,” I explained. “Not the best introduction. Let’s talk inside the gate,” I urged, pushing it open.

      I felt a little better with the gate between us and Wix, but I could still feel his invisible eyes watching. Betsy could too. She kept up her deep-throated rumbling.

      “What do you know about him?” I asked Dobbs.

      “Not much. He’s known in unsav’ry circles as ‘the Gargoyle’.”

      “I can see why,” Imogen muttered.

      Dobbs shook his head. “Not on account of his looks. It’s cos he’s done time for burglin’ churches. Rumour is ‘e used to travel with the circus as a trapeze flyer. Got a real head for heights wot ‘elps ‘im climb up church towers, see. ‘E ‘angs off ‘em just like an ol’ stone gargoyle. And ‘e’s got the strength to climb back down again with church valuables. You know–” He scratched his head. “Candlesticks and the like.”

      “The Gargoyle,” I mouthed with a quick glance across the street. Yes, I could just about picture that figure scaling a church tower, monkey-like; the thought made me shiver. But, in an attempt to reassure myself as much as Imogen, I said, “See, Im. He’s probably just waiting to go burgle a church. I doubt he even remembers us.”

      “Either way,” Dobbs said, standing to his full height, “you don’t need to worry. I’ll be ‘ere to look after you tomorrow. Only...” He snapped his fingers. “I forgot. Bess ‘n’ me is back to shoe blackin’ in the morning. Inspector’s orders. But I can come just after,” he added eagerly.

      Imogen huffed. “We can leave the house by ourselves, you know.”

      Dobbs’s eyes dropped. “Course you can, if you like.” He rubbed his nose with his sleeve. “Just thought, as we’re in this mystery-solvin’ tomfoolery togever, I might…” he trailed off, turning as if to go.

      “Dobbs,” I blurted. He turned around hopefully. “I thought I’d go looking for my notebook tomorrow in the daylight. You know, retrace our steps from this morning. It would be really great if you could help, seeing as you’ll remember the roads better than I will.”

      He stood upright and made a saluting gesture. “You can count on me, Miss. I’ll be ‘ere when the clock strikes noon.”

      As soon as he closed the gate behind him, Imogen grabbed my arm. “Come on, Katie. Let’s not hang around to find out what that gargoyle person is up to. Especially now our bodyguard has gone,” she added with a roll of her eyes.

      When we were safe in our room, I peered out the dormer window. “He’s gone,” I announced with huge relief. Despite what I’d said before, I could not help feeling that Wix’s appearance outside our lodgings was more than just coincidence.
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      From his city roost, the rooster crowed loud and clear. I opened one eye, surprised to find pale light spilling in through our little dormer window. I hadn’t slept well. Dozens of questions about Gabriel Webb, the magic painting hanging in St. Paul’s and the disturbing appearance of Wix outside the hostel had churned around in my head for what felt like hours until I finally fell into a fitful sleep.

      Reluctantly opening the other eye, I tossed off the blanket and dragged myself out of bed and over to the window.

      “Where’s all that light coming from?” Imogen groaned, pulling the blanket up over her eyes.

      I peered out across the chimney pots, glistening in the morning mist. Most of the snow had melted off the rooftops. The air looked cleaner now after yesterday’s rain, and somewhere behind a veil of white mist, the sun was making a valiant effort to shine through. The pigeons on the window ledge were making the most of its rays, happily cooing as they preened their feathers. That’s just what I need to clear my head, I thought. Fresh air.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” I said brightly.

      “Ugh,” was the reply from under the blanket. But after some coaxing, Imogen got up. We dressed in our old charity clothes, ready to greet our first sunny, Victorian winter’s day.

      Covent Garden Market teemed with more activity than ever; even the sun’s half-hearted rays had brought the crowds out in double. Imogen linked her arm through mine, and together we strolled past the market stalls, newspaper boys,  flower girls with their shoulders draped in greenery, each shouting to be heard over the others.

      I barely heard a single one of them. The brisk, sunny air was doing its magic. My mind felt less rusty now as it turned over all our discoveries from the day before.

      “What I don’t understand,” I mused out loud, “is how Phineas didn’t recognise the On the Steps of St. Paul’s as his brother’s. He must have seen it before. Do you think it’s possible he just forgot about it?”

      I glanced at Imogen. She clearly hadn’t heard a single word I’d said. Her attention was turned longingly towards the market stalls piled high with fresh-baked bread, cheeses, and steaming pies.

      “I’m so hungry, Katie,” she groaned. “I honestly don’t think I can bear to eat another one of those hard buns from the hostel. They just make me hungrier than I was before eating them.”

      I couldn’t disagree. I had been grateful for the buns at the start of each day, but they were hardly manna from heaven.

      I stood still, thinking. “There must be some way we can make a little money. Besides, we need to pay for our room at some point.” I bit my lip, my eyes roving the market for some inspiration.

      Meanwhile, Imogen plopped down on a little stool beside a Punch and Judy theatre.

      “I’d sell my hair for a hunk of cheese right now.”

      “Really?” I asked. I had just spotted a wagon parked outside the pavilion, the sign over its curtained door hand-painted with the words WE BUY LADIES’ HAIR.

      “I swear I would.”

      “Well here’s your chance. Look.”

      It had only been a joke, but, turning to look, Imogen got to her feet. “I have been considering shorter hair.” And she made off towards the wagon.

      “Im, wait!” By the time I caught up to her through the chock-a-block maze of wagons and carts, it was too late. She’d climbed the steps of the wagon and disappeared behind the curtain. I waited, horrible images of giant shears and a hairless Imogen haunting my mind.

      I was wondering what I should do when I heard hysterical laughter behind me. I spun to see who was making the commotion and found myself facing a makeshift shed. “Oh,” I said, remembering Dobbs’s description of his sleeping quarters. “I bet…”

      I approached the half-open stall door and stuck my head inside. The laughter, it turned out, had been the braying of a mule.

      “Hello, Samson,” I said, letting the mule sniff my hand before reaching up to stroke his stiff ears. “I’m Katie. We have a mutual friend. Your flatmate, Arty Dobbs.”

      Samson let out an ear-splitting bray.

      “Shush up, ya one-eyed imbecile!” A drunken, tattily dressed old man stumbled over and kicked the side of the shed.

      “It was my fault,” I said as the man slid his back down the side of the shed until he lay on the ground with an upturned bottle held to his lips.

      Full of indignation, I patted Samson’s nose and gave him a reassuring smile. “Never mind. If anyone’s an imbecile–”

      “Katie?” I whirled around. The hair wagon’s curtain was pulled back and Imogen was looking for me in the crowd. She spotted me and ran over. “What do you think?” she asked, shaking out her now chin-length blonde hair. The barber, still holding the long braid he’d recently snipped from Imogen’s head, appeared behind her. “There you are, Miss.” He held out his hand and dropped several gold coins into Imogen’s palms. “Three sovereigns.”

      Imogen dropped the coins into her coin purse and patted it with satisfaction.

      “How much is that worth?” I asked, relieved she had come out of the wagon in one piece.

      “Not sure exactly,” she answered. “But there was a woman in there with her daughter whose hair got only two sovereigns, and she said they’d take it and buy enough wool and boots to dress her seven children.”

      I gawked.

      “I think it’s safe to say we can afford to pay the Misses Turvey and buy a substantial feast with three sovereigns.”

      “You’re the mathematics whiz. My only request is apples,” I said as Imogen took my arm and yanked me towards the food stalls.

      The first thing she did was buy a basket from one of the many ladies balancing stacks of them on their heads. She proceeded to fill it with hot rolls, a giant chunk of cheese, dried apricots, baked potatoes, a jar of blackberry preserves and two bouquets of flowers, one for the Misses Turvey and the other for Mrs. Janklow to thank her for Christmas dinner. Finally, I picked out three of the biggest apples I could find.

      “This is going to be the beggar’s feast of a lifetime,” Imogen said, happily biting into a plump apricot and handing another to me. “Though,” she rolled her eyes, “I suspect we won’t have long to eat it before Dobbs turns up wanting to chaperone us.”

      “He’s not coming ‘til noon,” I said, then thought. “What time is it anyway?”

      “Don’t know. But that’s just what we need.” Imogen gave her coin purse a shake. “A watch.” She looked around. “Excuse me. Yes, you.” She spoke to one of the young men selling newspapers. “Any idea where I can buy a watch for a decent price?”

      The young man removed his cap and scratched his head. “I know the place, Miss. There’s a watchmaker on Cecil Court. Carry on down Long Acre, hang a left on St Martin’s Lane. You’ll find the place on your right in a wink.”

      Before setting off for the watchmaker, I asked Imogen to wait for me while I ran back to the shed. The gruff old man snored on the ground, so I went ahead and fed Samson all three apples.

      “What was that about?” Imogen asked through a mouthful of cheese when I re-joined her.

      “Just a gift for a friend.”

      She shrugged, and we set off down Long Acre, basking in the pale winter sunlight and the joy of sweet, juicy apricots as we walked. Just as the paper boy had promised, we found Cecil Court in no time, a narrow alley lined with shops and hanging signs.

      “Ah. That must be the one.” Imogen pointed at an iron sign in the shape of the cogs, wheels and hands of a clock. As we approached, I read the words painted on the window.

      Salomon & Botts, Makers of Clocks, Watches & Mechanical Toys since 1620

      “Salomon & Botts,” I repeated out loud. “Where have I heard that before?” I searched my memory and gasped, causing Imogen to start and choke on the cheese. “Salomon and Botts was engraved on the back of Phineas Webb’s pocketwatch!”

      “Oh great,” Imogen said, sputtering and wiping her watering eyes. “If Phineas Webb shops here, we’ll never be able to afford it.”

      “No, but don’t you see?” I said, patting her on the back. “Whoever made that watch knows Ramona’s song. Maybe knows Ramona herself! Imogen, you’re a genius!”

      “Thanks, but what did I do?”

      I laughed with the giddiness of our good luck. “You led us here!” And linking arms, I reached for the door knob. “It’s a good thing you’re crazy enough to go cutting off all your hair.”

      

      A CUCKoo, CUCKoo greeted us as we crossed the threshold into the cramped but extraordinary little shop. I looked up to see the little wooden bird in the cuckoo clock above the door. It flapped its mechanical wings and cuckooed again before retreating back inside its miniature house. The shop was dark with low, sloping ceilings; but where shafts of light found their way through the windows, they illuminated shelves upon shelves of impossibly-detailed toy theatres, marionettes, music boxes and clocks of all shapes and every colour. My eyes could have gone on exploring those shelves all day, but they were drawn away by the footsteps on the stairs behind the counter.

      A willowy old man with wispy white hair and a wisp of white beard, as if he’d just come down out of the clouds, stooped over the counter. His bright blue eyes twinkling behind half-moon spectacles.

      “How might I serve you?” He spoke hoarsely and with a heavy accent.

      “I’d like to buy a watch,” Imogen said. “Nothing fancy. Just something simple.”

      The old man nodded and turned to the back wall of shelves lined with little boxes. “Shoo. Shoo, Häxa.” He waved his hand at a grey kitten slinking along the shelf. “She looks for mice,” he said, returning with a box of mismatched pocketwatches.

      As Imogen began to rummage through them, I struck up conversation. “Do you make the watches yourself?” I asked casually.

      He smiled and, taking a rag from his pocket to clean his glasses, answered, “Oh yes. The Salomon family has been making clocks for hundreds of years. The best in Switzerland.”

      “So you’re the Salomon in Salomon and Botts?” I tried to sound innocently inquisitive, the way Imogen always managed to do so convincingly.

      “Ah, that was my father. He brought our Swiss clocks to London and partnered with a famous toy theatre maker by the name of Botts. And so, there you have it.”

      I nodded. “Mr. Salomon–”

      “Please, call me Jacques.”

      “Jacques, I saw the most extraordinary musical pocketwatch recently, and it had your name on it. I wonder if you might remember it?”

      “Wait, wait.” He picked up a small trumpet and held it to his ear. “Now, you were saying about this pocketwatch?”

      I described the watch, its little canary bird and the sad, sweet song it sang in every detail I could remember. When I finished, he lowered the little ear trumpet.

      “I know this watch,” he said.

      “You do?” Imogen had left off rummaging through the box and leaned forward eagerly.

      “Oh yes, I recollect it perfectly.” His eyes sparkled behind his spectacles. “It was one of a kind, made to order, though I was not the one to make it. You see, the watch you describe is very old… though not quite so old as me, perhaps.” He chuckled wheezily. “But I do remember a young man bringing it to me for mending.”

      “Oh yes, that must be the one.” I was almost breathless with excitement. “It looked as though the case had been cracked and put back together. How long ago would you say you mended it?”

      He scratched the side of his head, making his wispy hair feather out like cotton candy. “Years ago,” he said at last. “Before the hairs on my head turned white, I think.”

      My rising excitement took a plunge. “Oh,” I said. “I don’t suppose you still remember what the young man looked like?”

      “But of course, I do. How could I forget? He was, after all, quite famous then. He and his young painter friends were going to revolutionise art forever, as I recall. Yes, young Gabriel Webb.”

      Imogen and I looked at each other, confused. “Do you mean Phineas Webb?” I asked.

      Mr. Salomon wheezed out another chuckle. “No, no. I may be losing my marbles, but I’d know Phineas Webb as well as everyone else in this city. No, the young man who brought me the canary pocketwatch was Gabriel, Phineas’s lesser-known brother. A very quiet, soft-spoken young man. But very polite, as I recall… Ah, and he had a lame leg.”

      I was gobsmacked. “Gabriel? But–”

      Whatever question I meant to ask was interrupted by a cuckoo as the door opened and heavy steps entered the shop behind us.

      Imogen tensed but stared straight ahead. Without turning around, I felt the hair rise on the back of my neck. At the same time, the grey kitten screeched and dove from its shelf to skulk behind the counter. Mr. Salomon looked uneasy as he adjusted his spectacles on his nose and cleared his throat. “May I help you, sir?” he wheezed.

      A thick, gnarly, dirty hand smacked down upon the counter. Instinctively, I jumped back and saw the very person I’d dreaded. Mr. Wix stood at my shoulder, his breath rasping, his ape-like shoulders hunched around his ears, his scarred face contorted in a hideous scowl directed at me.

      I quickly looked away, trying to stay composed. “Thank you, Mr. Salomon.” My throat had gone dry and I had to swallow before I could say another word. “We’ll think about the watch and come back another time.”

      Mr. Wix’s scowling eyes followed us to the door. We were out in a cat’s wink, but not before I got a  good look at his hand.
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      Peeking out from behind a parked omnibus on St Martin’s Lane, we watched Mr. Wix leave the shop. He glanced up and down Cecil Court, then pulled up his collar and walked briskly down the alley in the opposite direction.

      “Thank goodness,” Imogen whispered, relaxing the grip she had on my forearm. “Now, shall we go back and get that watch I wanted?”

      I glared at her.

      “I’m only kidding,” she said with a nervous laugh. “Let’s get back to our room before that creeper catches up to us again. Besides, I’m dying to dig into this cheese.”

      “You really think he’s following us then?” I asked as we meandered our way back through the market stalls.

      “Of course he’s following us, Katie. What are the odds in a city of this size that we would just happen to keep bumping into him? That he would just happen to be hanging about outside our hostel? I don’t know how he managed to follow us home without our noticing. Just the thought of it makes my skin crawl.” She shivered.

      I didn’t like the image of a lurking, spying Wix on our trail any better than she did. “We should tell Janklow,” I said, decidedly putting the image out of my mind.

      “Hasn’t he already gone to investigate that Gabriel Webb lead up in Lincolnshire?”

      I had forgotten. A messenger boy had brought us a note from Janklow late last night informing us that he had tracked down one of the Round Table painters who, he hoped, might know something of Gabriel’s whereabouts. The note said that he would leave on the nine o’clock train to Lincolnshire that morning. He hoped to bring us news by the next day.

      The thought of Janklow being miles away made me uneasy, but I tried to put on a brave face. “We’ll just have to tell him the minute he gets back.”

      “Yes, we’ll tell him. But we don’t need Janklow to tell us Wix is involved in this stolen painting business.”

      I stopped beside the frozen fountain in the market square and looked her in the eye. “What makes you think so?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? First of all,” she held up her thumb, “when and where was the first place we ever saw him?”

      “Near St. Paul’s on the night of the theft,” I admitted.

      “Secondly, what reason would he have for following a couple of girls around London unless he suspected we were on his case? And third,” she held up another finger, “didn’t you hear what Dobbs said? The man has done time for burgling churches. For heaven’s sake, he’s the perfect suspect. I honestly can’t believe we didn’t see it before. Why are you shaking your head?”

      “Can’t be,” I said. “Remember the mark on the wall at the crime scene? The person who hung that painting had to be tall. Wix looks strong enough to carry away a huge painting, but not tall enough to hang the replacement. And he doesn’t wear any rings.”

      Imogen squinted dubiously. “How do you know that?”

      “I looked at his hands back in Salomon & Botts.”

      She looked impressed but wasn’t ready to give up her angle. “Well you’re the detective, but I’d be willing to bet this entire basket of food it was Wix.”

      “And what about Gabriel Webb?” I challenged. “We know the painting is his, and now it turns out the pocketwatch was once his too. Seems to me that all the evidence points to him.”

      “I’m not saying he isn’t behind it. The painting is his. That I accept. But what if he didn’t act alone? After all, nobody’s seen the man for years. Could be he’s in hiding but still pulling the strings on some grand master scheme to get back at his brother.”

      We stopped beside a fountain. I perched on the edge, puzzling over Imogen’s suggestion. As I did, my eyes happened to fall on a lame beggar beside the greengrocer’s cart. A sign hung around his neck: War in Africa left me with one leg. Please help. With one hand, he held out his upturned cap for coins, and with the other he supported himself with a makeshift crutch.

      “You know, Im, I think you might be right. What was it Mr. Salomon said about Gabriel Webb?”

      “He said Gabriel was polite, quiet, and… oh! He said he was lame,” she answered.

      “Exactly. So he couldn’t have performed the theft on his own. He had to have help.”

      “And that help had to be strong enough to carry the painting out of the building for him. Like Wix,” she added smugly.

      “And now,” I said, feeling a fog was lifting, little by little, “somehow, Gabriel Webb has found out we’re on his tracks and sent Wix to keep an eye on us.”

      Imogen nodded in an ‘I told you so’ way.

      I stared at her, a mad idea dawning in my racing mind. “You know, if Wix is working for Gabriel Webb, he might just lead us to his hiding place.”

      “You mean you want us to follow Wix?” Imogen gave me a look as if she thought I’d finally cracked. “You are joking? May I remind you that he is the one following us? Have you ever tried following someone who’s trying to follow you at the same time? I’m pretty sure you just end up going in circles.”

      “We’ll simply have to outsmart him,” I said. My imagination was hard at work, painting pictures of knocking on Gabriel Webb’s door and demanding he tell us where he had got Ramona’s paints … of finding her at last… of Inspector Janklow praising us for cracking the mystery all on our own…

      The pictures evaporated as the church bells began to chime in the hour. We listened, counting the ten gongs of the clock.

      “I can’t outsmart anyone on an empty stomach,” Imogen said, decisively hoisting her basket over her shoulder. “Let’s eat now and make a plan after.”

      “Agreed.” I jumped up, taking a quick detour to drop a few shillings in the lame beggar’s cap on our way.

      

      As Imogen pushed open the gate of the Hostel for Girls of Good Character, she said over her shoulder, “I’d still like to know why Phineas Webb lied about getting that watch from a pawn shop.”

      My mind had been so preoccupied, I hadn’t thought of that. “Maybe he’s just ashamed to say he got it from his good-for-nothing brother,” I offered. “Same reason he’s forgotten Gabriel’s painting. Sounds like Phineas has tried to forget he has a brother at all.”

      “Sad, isn’t it?” she said as we climbed the stairs to the door. “Those two looked like such good friends in the photograph. I wonder what happened?”

      The moment we entered the house, Effie Turvey came bustling up the corridor.

      “My dears, I suppose you’ve been out taking the fresh air this morning? How lovely.” She folded her hands and beamed at us a moment.

      “Oh, uh, yes, and I’ve just got a letter from my father,” Imogen said, setting down her basket of food and fishing out her coin purse again. “Here you are, Miss Turvey. He’s sent some payment for our stay so far, and says to thank you from the bottom of his heart for looking after us so well.”

      “Oh! Bless his soul.” She tucked the coins into her own little purse and dabbed her eyes with her lilac handkerchief. “You must tell him it is our greatest joy to feed and care for such dear lambs, just as our Lord would have us do.”

      She beamed after us as we started up the stairs. When we were halfway up to the first landing, she exclaimed, “Oh! I nearly forgot!” and taking an envelope from her pocket, she bustled up the stairs after us. “This was left for you about half an hour ago, Katie dear.”

      “Oh.” I looked at my name written in lavish calligraphy on the front. “But who delivered it, Miss Turvey?”

      “Oh, just a messenger boy, my dear. Didn’t say on whose errand he’d come, I’m afraid.”

      I waited until we reached our room to tear open the envelope.

      “Well? Who’s it from?” Imogen asked through a mouthful of bread as she unpacked the basket and laid our feast out on the bed.

      I shook my head, my eyes scanning rapidly down the page. I flipped it over to check the back. “It doesn’t say.”

      Imogen frowned. “Well what does it say?”

      “Someone’s found my detective notebook. Listen to this:

      
        
        I have in my possession a notebook inscribed with your name and address. If it is of any value to you, come to the Taxopholite Club in Regent’s Park at 11 AM today and await me at the pavilion. I will be happy to restore it to its rightful owner.

        Yours respectfully–

        

      

      “But there’s no signature,” I said, flipping the note over to inspect the back once again.

      Imogen frowned. “Why make you go all that way to get it? Why not just send it with the messenger?”

      I stared at the elegant penmanship, wondering what kind of person’s hand had written it. “I don’t know. How far of a walk is it to Regent’s Park?”

      Imogen shrugged. “About half an hour.”

      “Then if we leave right away, we should get there in plenty of time to find this place.”

      “But…” Imogen gazed longingly at the bread and cheese she’d taken such care to set out. “What about Dobbs? You told him we’d meet him here at noon.”

      “We’ll be back by noon,” I said, smirking at her pretend concern for Dobbs. “And we’ll have the feast then, I promise.”

      She bit her lip, unable to tear herself away from the spread.

      “I can go on my own, Im, if you’d rather stay here.”

      She sighed and reached for her hat. “Don’t be silly,” she said flatly. “I’m coming with you.”  She shoved the hat back onto her head, then stopped, sprinted back to the bed, snatched up a roll and stuffed an enormous bite into her mouth. Returning, she pulled the door closed behind us with a last, agonised look back.
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      I left a message with Agatha Turvey to tell Dobbs where we’d gone in case we were a few minutes late getting back. I wished he had come with us on our errand. We were having no luck at all finding the Taxopholite Pavilion, as neither Imogen nor I knew what that word meant, and had to ask a constable patrolling the park if he had any ideas. He pointed us in the right direction and we found ourselves, as it turned out, at an archery club.

      The pavilion was a sort of clubhouse where the archers took tea between shooting rounds. Imogen glanced around at the well-dressed ladies and gentlemen clinking their china teacups and laughing as they shared stories about past fox hunts. “This mystery person must be posh. Of course,” she added ominously, “that hardly means he or she isn’t evil.”

      It didn’t feel like the sort of place a malicious plotter would choose to set a trap. “They probably didn’t want to entrust the notebook to the messenger is all,” I said, trying to sound optimistic.

      “Or they were determined to meet the famous Katie Watson for themselves,” Imogen said with a smirk. She glanced at a grandfather clock in the corner. “It’s not yet eleven. Fancy a cup of tea?”

      I couldn’t deny her one cup of tea after I had dragged her away from her beloved feast, so we took a table and ordered a pot of Ceylon and two slices of ginger cake. As soon as the waiter filled our cups and stepped aside, a little red-headed boy appeared in his place. He wiped his nose on his sleeve, smudging dirt over his freckled cheeks, and stared at us blankly.

      “Hello,” I said uncertainly.

      “Is one of you a Miss Katie Watson?” He belted out the question so loudly, several tea drinkers turned to gawk in our direction.

      “I am,” I said quietly, hoping he’d pipe down.

      “Was told to give you this,” he said just as loudly, and pulled my notebook out from his ragged little jacket.

      “Thanks, but who told you to give it to me?” I whispered, taking it from him and rubbing the smudges off the cover with my napkin under the table.

      The boy shrugged. “Dunno.”

      Imogen tried. “Can’t you remember anything about the person who gave it to you?”

      “I runs lots o’ errands for lots o’ folk. Can’t rightly ‘member one from the next, Miss.”

      We looked at each other, not sure what to make of this odd situation. The boy continued to stand there, as if waiting for something.

      “Was there something else?” I asked.

      He held out his grubby hand.

      “Oh, sorry. Im, could you…?”

      She clicked her tongue. “Not the most helpful service, but I suppose…” She opened her coin purse and placed a couple of coins in his hand. It must have been a better tip than he was used to getting. He stared wide-eyed at his palm, then a snaggle-toothed smile lit up his face. “Bless ya, Miss!” he shouted before scampering away, just like a miniature Dobbs.

      “Well that was strange,” Imogen said.

      “Uh-huh.” I was already rifling through my notebook. There was no damage that I could see. All the pages seemed to be intact. I flipped to the back cover and pulled open the little pocket. The photograph of the two young Webb brothers was still there. I took it out and placed it on the table between Imogen and me. Leaning in for a closer look, I spotted something I hadn’t noticed before. It was just as Mr. Salomon had said! Gabriel Webb had one arm braced around his brother’s neck; the other was supported by a cane.

      “Katie…” Imogen was tapping my arm over and over.

      “What?” I said, a little annoyed at the interruption. But as I looked up, I saw for myself. Mr. Wix paced back and forth beneath the branches of a yew tree, like a prowling beast, just outside the pavilion porch.

      Imogen growled in her throat. “How did he find us here?”

      I stuffed the photograph back into the journal pocket and threw it into my bag. “There must be a way out through the back.” I cast about for an alternative door but found none. “We’ll have to try the kitchen. There’s bound to be a way out through there.”

      I watched until the waiter reappeared with a tray of tea things. “Quick!” I waved Imogen to follow me as I bee-lined, head down, for the kitchen.

      There it was. The kitchen door was already open. I could see the frosted grass on the other side.

      “May I help you?”

      I froze and stood up. A square-shaped, flush-faced cook with a rolling pin in hand was giving us the evil eye.

      I opened my mouth, but Imogen was faster. “We’ve just come to give our compliments to the chef. Marvellous cake.” She gave me a shove, and we carried right on out the door, leaving the cook in speechless surprise.

      Once out on the lawn, we sprinted towards the first cover we saw (a row of hay stacks acting as archery targets), jumped behind one nobody was using, and peered around.

      “Katie, I hate to ask…”

      “What?” Imogen’s squeamish tone made me uneasy.

      “You don’t think Wix could’ve stolen your notebook without your noticing it, do you?”

      I gulped. It was a chilling thought, and one I preferred not even to imagine. “Well I’m sure he didn’t write the letter,” I asserted, mostly to make myself feel better. “There’s no way his penmanship is that perfect.”

      “But Gabriel Webb might have written the letter,” she persisted. “Wix just did the stealing.”

      I didn’t answer. If Imogen was right, we were dealing with a man who was as dangerous as he was hideous. A man who could make even his hulking presence invisible and seemed always to be lurking not far off. Yet, as much as I wanted to be rid of him, to be running in the opposite direction, this man was our best shot at solving this mystery once and for all.

      “He’s moving!” I whispered hoarsely. “He’s looking in at the pavilion window! Oh, oh, he’s leaving. Quick!”

      Imogen groaned but followed. We scampered from haystack to haystack until we reached the last one in the row.

      “He’s taking the path around the pond,” I whispered.

      We followed at the safest distance we could manage while still keeping an eye on Wix’s back, scurrying behind trees, shrubs, a gardener’s wheelbarrow, boarded-up lemonade stands, any cover we could find, never letting Wix out of our sight. A time or two, he turned suddenly as if sensing he was being followed, and then we ducked down low and held our breath until he carried on his way.

      We followed him right across Regent’s Park when, finally, he reached the eastern gate.

      Beyond the park gates, we found ourselves in a very different part of town. Long, straight rows of tall, sooty brick buildings all stacked on top of one another loomed up on either side and stretched as far as the eye could see. As we walked along, passing door after door, sometimes a smudged, sad face peered out at us from a grimy window. A few barefooted children were following their ringleader in a hunt after a rat, but they gave up the chase to watch us when we passed.

      Imogen, grimacing from a foul, fishy smell in the air, whispered, “Do you think he’s gone inside one of these houses?”

      I stopped walking and squinted to try to see further up the long street. My eyes scanned the bare heads of men and women and finally landed on the familiar hat. “There!” I said. “He’s just turned right behind that post box!”

      We picked up our pace and ran to the place where he had disappeared. It was a dark, narrow, drippy alleyway with ropes of soggy laundry hung between the two buildings on either side like strange, ghostly bunting. The eerie cry of seagulls echoed through the brick tunnel like a warning.

      We looked at each other, clearly feeling the same strong reluctance to enter.

      With a deep breath, I asked, “Ready?”

      Imogen plugged her nose. “Ready.”

      We picked our way through the alley, trying not to think about the squidgy, smelly substance beneath our feet. Though it was too dim to see them, the coughing and muttering of people huddled between crates and barrels followed our steps. I gripped Imogen’s hand and walked more briskly.

      At last, the gulls’ cries grew louder and pale light crept into the alleyway. We reached the other end and both breathed in the fresh air. We had come out onto a busy towpath beside the canal. A little way up the path, men were driving mules to pull a barge of goods along the canal. They were stopped, waiting at a lock for the water to fill up. A group of boys leaned over the bridge that spanned the lock, tossing stones down into the canal, laughing and throwing more each time the men working the barge shouted at them to stop.

      But there was no Wix.

      “Bet he went over the bridge,” Imogen said.

      We crossed over, ignoring the gawking stares and jeers of the rock throwers. The other side of the canal was a wharf like the one we’d visited in King’s Cross with Dobbs. It was covered by a timber frame, and littered with the same barrels, crates, rope and other shipping knick-knacks.

      We wandered aimlessly between the stacks of crates that seemed to go on and on. There was no sign of anyone, and quite frankly, it was the last place I wanted to meet Wix. I turned to Imogen. “I don’t think he came this way. We might as well turn ba–”

      Her scream drowned out every other sound. I didn’t even hear the heavy feet hit the ground as Wix dropped from a beam overhead. But I felt his landing shake the ground right behind me and swung around to see his gnarled, scarred face contort into a wicked leer.

      “Lookin’ for me are ye, darlin’?”

      I turned to run, but his hand caught my arm and wrenched me back. Imogen grabbed hold of my free hand and yanked while I tried to free my other hand; but with every pull, his gorilla-like grip only tightened all the more.

      “You can have my purse,” she shouted. “Whatever you want, just let her go!”

      He threw back his head and laughed. “Your purse?” He laughed again. “If I’d wanted your purse, I’d ‘a had it an ‘undred times by now. It’s your ‘eads I’m after.”

      “Our heads?” Imogen screeched. I felt tears pouring down my face from the pain in my arm. Suddenly, he jerked it, bringing me close to his leering face and rotten breath, “Tha’s right. You got a bounty on your ‘eads. A very ‘andsome bounty.”

      I leaned away from the putrid breath, and, at the same time, heard a loud, echoing crack! The leer dropped from Wix’s face. He looked confused. His grip loosened. He swayed on the spot, and, next second, his eyes rolled up just before he stumbled over into a stack of crates, knocking them over.

      Standing there, his walking stick braced in both hands, was Captain Nemo. His dog Alpheus was at his side, lips pulled back and teeth bared at Wix beneath the pile of crates.

      “Quickly.” Nemo lowered his stick and beckoned us to follow him.

      I cast one glance at the pile under which Wix was buried and heard a terrible, rasping breath beneath them as they began to move. A hand rose up between the boxes, throwing one off to reveal a face that could freeze the sun.

      That was enough to make me follow after Nemo who limped, as hastily as I think he could go, towards the canal where the Bella Ramona was moored, her chimney smoking in readiness.

      He straddled the gap between boat and land, and held out his hand to us. “Come quickly. I’m no match for that monster.” His voice was urgent.

      I hesitated. We were trapped between two dangers. I had only a second to decide which was worse.

      “You’ll be safe. I promise,” he said earnestly, reaching out his hand to me as if he understood my dilemma.

      A mighty “Argh!” bellowed from behind. With a rush of fear, I took the outstretched hand and leapt into the barge.

      Within seconds, Nemo was drawing up the rope and pushing the Bella Ramona off from her mooring, and not a second too soon. Wix skidded up to the edge of the canal, teeth bared and chest heaving with anger.

      Imogen grabbed my hand. We had escaped one pursuer, but only to put ourselves at the mercy of another. For better or for worse, we were prisoners aboard the Bella Ramona now.
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      The Captain steered in silence from the outer deck. Neither Imogen nor I spoke. Even Billy Bones seemed to realise it was no time for banter and kept his chatter to the occasional “Shiver me timbers!”

      I stood by the portal window and glanced over my shoulder at Imogen. She sat in the armchair in front of the wood stove. Alpheus’s chin rested on her knees, and she stroked his slick black head in a sort of trance. I wondered if she was in shock.

      I turned back to the window, looking out for signs of where the Captain was taking us… wondering if Wix would be able to follow… if anyone would be able to find us again.

      It was some time before we reached a place where the canal forked, and Captain Nemo turned the Bella Ramona down a stretch of canal that branched off the main course. Soon, the London buildings gave way to pastures, and bare tree limbs hung out over the water. There were other houseboats moored there. Captain Nemo moored up alongside a row of them. It was as good a hiding place as any for a long boat.

      Alpheus lifted his head at the sound of his master’s footsteps and cane clunking down the steps and into the cabin. Some clattering noises followed in the back room, and Alph left Imogen to go and investigate. She pulled her feet up under her in the chair and shivered. I went over to sit on the rug beside her.

      In a minute, Alph and Captain Nemo appeared in the doorway, Nemo struggling to balance a kettle and several mugs on a tea tray in one hand. I stared at him. Though he stooped under the boat’s low ceiling, he was tall. My eyes travelled to his cane, then to his crippled leg. His right foot turned inward.

      I got up to help him with the tea tray. Taking it from his hand, my eye caught sight of the ring on his smallest finger, the one he’d played with constantly when we last were aboard the Bella Ramona.

      With a quick intake of breath, I looked up to find his stern eyes piercing into mine.

      “You… you’re Gabriel Webb.”

      I heard Imogen gasp and stir in her chair. I kept his gaze, waiting for his answer.

      After a pause, his eyes dropped. “I was once. But I’ve been nobody for many years now.” Then, pushing past me, he limped across the hearth rug, lowering himself with a grunt onto a stool in the corner behind the wood stove where he rubbed his leg as if it were in pain.

      I set the tray down on the little tea table. “So this was all a trap. Wix chased us here so that we’d have no choice but to take your help. Although…” I recalled the blow with which he’d sent Wix tumbling and felt suddenly uncertain. “Why would you knock out your own hitman?”

      “Why indeed, Miss Watson?” He smiled painfully. “If the evidence doesn’t fit your assumption, you must assume that your assumption is incorrect.”

      I looked to Imogen who appeared not to understand him any better than I did.

      “In other words,” he said, seeing our looks of confusion, “you are quite wrong in thinking that I am associated in any way with Tobias Wix. Just as I was wrong to believe that you were.”

      I was completely taken aback. “Us? Associated with him?”

      “Only now, in light of what happened back there, do I see that I was mistaken,” he continued. “It seems we both of us misjudged the other. We might turn out to be on the same side after all.”

      Imogen seemed suddenly to awaken from her shock. “And just what side is that?” she demanded. “Last time we saw you, you tried to kidnap us. You’re no better than Wix.”

      “Ah yes. I am sorry for that.” His apology sounded genuine. “You see, as I’ve said, I suspected then that you had been sent to spy on me by the same person who sent Wix to break into my barge some weeks ago.”

      “Who would do that?” I asked.

      “Can you not guess, Miss Watson? Think. What was the name I told you the first time we met?”

      “Phineas? But he’s your brother…” This new picture was so unexpected, I couldn’t make sense of it. “Phineas sent Wix after us?”

      He nodded with a bitter smile. “Wix is no more than a vulture waiting to gobble up the scraps that Phineas leaves behind.”

      “But I don’t understand why Phineas would send him after us.”

      Imogen clasped her hand over her mouth. “Wix said something about a… a bounty on our heads.” She looked sick.

      “For the same reason he sent Wix after me,” Gabriel answered. “I can only presume Phineas has reason to believe you know something you should not?”

      I caught his eye and quickly looked away.

      “Something,” he persisted, “that might put Phineas and the world he’s built for himself at risk. It isn’t safe to know too much, Miss Watson. Ignorance is bliss, or haven’t you heard?”

      My head felt all in a muddle. Could Gabriel Webb be trusted? It was all beginning to make sense, what he said about Phineas, yet I still sensed that he wanted something out of me, just as he’d wanted those sketches. I was determined not to tell him anything about Ramona until I knew exactly what he was after… and why.

      “There are some things I need to know,” I said. “Like why you didn’t tell us Phineas was your brother. Or why your barge is really called Bella Ramona. Or why you’ve been in hiding all this time, and–”

      “Are these truly things you need to know, Miss Watson?” He interrupted. “We shall see. But just now you’re aboard my ship, at my mercy, so if you don’t mind, I shall be asking the questions.”

      I glanced at Imogen who was making a great effort to keep her mouth shut while glaring at our rescuer with a mutinous look in her eye.

      “You may drink your tea,” he said with a sly smile, as if he found our mistrust amusing. His calmness infuriated me. I felt I was playing a game of cards with someone who knows he has the upper hand.

      I poured a mugful of tea and handed it to Imogen, then poured myself one and took a sip.

      Satisfied, he began. “First question. How did you come by that sketchbook?”

      “I told you,” I said. “It was a gift from Ramona. She’s a relation–”

      “It’s a lie.” He smiled as if he’d caught me in a corner. “Ramona has no family. They all died of yellow fever. Only she and her grandmother survived, and her grandmother died and left her on her own when she was just a girl.”

      I glared at him, angry but hungry to know more. “How do you know that?”

      He raised his finger. “My turn to ask the questions, Miss Watson, remember? Now, if you’re not Ramona’s relation, what is she to you?”

      I opened my mouth, but closed it again. If I told him the truth, he was sure to think I was lying. So I threw the question back. “Why do you want to know? What’s she to you?”

      “I’m asking–”

      “I know. You’re asking the questions.” I could see he was getting impatient, but so was I. We weren’t getting anywhere like this. “Look,” I said. “I just want to find her… to help her. How do I know you’re her friend? You could be her enemy? I’m not telling you any more until you tell me what you know about her.”

      His cool, calm demeanour was slipping away; he looked as though he were bottling something up. I expected him to refuse, or even shout. But instead, he let out whatever he’d been bottling up in a rush of breath until his head hung and his shoulders sagged. “I want to find her too.”

      Whatever I’d expected, I hadn’t expected that. Since yesterday, I had been so sure that Gabriel Webb would be the key to Ramona, that if we found Gabriel – the man behind the mysterious magic painting – we would find her.

      “Then you have no idea where she is either?” I asked, feeling like a bowling pin must feel when it’s struck over.

      He shook his head wearily.

      “But what about your painting? On the Steps of St. Paul’s? It was…” I caught Imogen’s eye and realised I’d said too much? I had almost given away that we knew all about the painting’s magic; and hadn’t Gabriel just warned me, it was dangerous to know too much.

      “What about that painting?” No doubt about it, his suspicions were raised.

      “Well…” There was no way out of it now. “It was painted with Ramona’s paints, wasn’t it?”

      His eyes narrowed beneath his thick, black furrowed eyebrows. “How could you know that?”

      Imogen let out an exasperated sigh. “You might as well just tell him, Katie. We’re already his prisoners. It’s not as if we have anything to lose.”

      I wasn’t so sure, but I decided to take the risk all the same. I set my teacup down and pushed myself up to my knees. “Mr. Webb, it was your painting that…”– I struggled for the right words – “that brought Imogen and me here.”

      He studied me for a moment before answering. “The truth is, Miss Watson, I did not paint it. Ramona did. That is, she and her grandmother painted it together when Ramona was only twelve years old.”

      “But the auctioneer said you showed it at the Royal Academy–”

      “That is because the Academy would not permit the true artist, a poor Cherokee girl, to exhibit. I intended to show the work as my own, and when the public received it with the admiration it was due, to expose Ramona as the true artist.”

      “That explains it,” I said.

      “Explains what?” He leaned forward and spoke slowly, giving weight to each word. “Where precisely have you come from?”

      Imogen and I exchanged a look. We were defeated. It was time to come clean. “You were right,” I said. “I’m not Ramona’s cousin. But I wasn’t lying when I said I was her relation. Ramona is my… my great-grandmother.”

      His face was unreadable. He searched my face as if trying to find something he had lost. When at last he spoke, his voice rose only just above a whisper. “Ramona had a child?”

      I nodded. “A daughter. Ka-Ti.”

      “And,” he stroked his beard nervously, “and Ka-Ti’s father?”

      “His name is Jim Weaver. He’s a fur trader in America.”

      “And is he… a good man?”

      I couldn’t believe it. Gabriel’s eyes were actually welling up.

      “Very good,” I assured him. Something occurred to me for the first time as I looked into his face. “You remind me of him a little,” I said, and looked away as he wiped the first tear to fall down his cheek. Could it be that Gabriel had loved Ramona? That she had broken his heart?

      I poured another mug of tea and offered it to him. “They miss her,” I said gently. “Jim and Ka-Ti. They want her back. That’s why we need to find her. To tell her they want her to come home. So if you know anything, anything at all that could help us…”

      He looked up from his cup of tea, his face glistening, but set and determined. “I would do anything for her. I’ll tell you all I know. It’s a story known to only three people. Myself, Ramona and Phineas.”
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      “When Ramona was only a baby, disease broke out in her village. All their loved ones were stricken down, but her grandmother fled with the little girl in hopes that she would be spared. Her grandmother, you see, had a rare gift. She was a painter. And in her younger days, her paintings had taken her across time and oceans. She painted a picture, and she and the little girl stepped through it. They travelled this way for years, place to place, time to time, selling their paintings and pigments.

      “Then one day, when Ramona was a mere twelve years old, time ran out on her grandmother. She died, and Ramona was left to fend for herself. But her grandmother had foreseen the inevitable and had made arrangements. She gave her a book of sketches in which she had begun to paint the places and people Ramona could turn to… a way of retracing the trail they had blazed through time so that Ramona could find her way home, and always have help to turn to along the way.

      “On one of their travels, they had met a young painter with two young boys. The younger of these was just a little older than Ramona, and the two had liked each other very much. So Ramona searched through her sketches and found the painting her grandmother had done of that painter’s family in the year 1845.

      “Next thing the young painter knew, a little girl with long black curtains of hair was standing at his door. Her grandmother had helped the man in hard times and sold him the paints that had made him his fortune; so, out of gratitude, he took the girl in.

      “The younger son was delighted to have her for a companion. She had shown him kindness as no other child had ever done. He wasn’t like other children, you see. He was born with a deformity. A club foot.”

      “You’re the younger son? You grew up with Ramona?” I interrupted.

      He nodded.

      “Then so did Phineas.”

      “Yes, but as children, Phineas had very little to do with either of us. He was someone to look up to from a distance. He was older, handsome, talented, impressive. My mother’s favourite son. I knew I could never compete. And I didn’t care. I was Ramona’s favourite, and that was enough for me. We were thick as thieves as children. When I became morose and hated myself because of my disability, Ramona could always cheer me with tales of her adventures with her grandmother. Of course, I believed them to be all made up, but I thought them wonderful all the same.

      “Then we would look at her grandmother’s sketches. There was one she liked especially… a grassy meadow backdropped by a wood. It was wild and otherworldly, but oh, so peaceful.

      “‘This is home.’ She would say. ‘Elisi’– for that is what she called her grandmother – ‘Elisi painted this when she was just a girl,’ she would say. ‘I’m going back there someday, to the year 1810.’

      “And, of course, I would argue with her. ‘It isn’t your home. This is your home. And besides, you can’t go back in time.’

      “‘Maybe I can,’ she would argue back in her headstrong way.

      “There was no winning an argument with Ramona. I would always concede in the end. ‘Then take me with you when you go,’ I would say, thinking it was all just a game… or a dream. Never imagining she really meant to go.

      “But something always troubled me about Ramona’s stories of far-off places in distant times. Oh, they were wonderful. But they were far too real. And the pictures she would paint in her grandmother’s book, they too looked more like memories than fancies… as if she’d seen these things with her own eyes.

      “As the years went by, the more I learned from my tutors and history books, the more I’d find I already knew from Ramona’s stories and pictures. But how could she know so much? She was only a girl who had never been taught so much as to read. And yet…

      “So one day, I asked her. I think she had longed to tell me the truth for years, had tried to tell me in subtle ways, though I had been too dense to understand. She told me her grandmother had given her a gift. The gift of paint. Her grandmother’s paints were special. They had the power to grant the beholder the deepest desire of his heart. And what was more, she could paint doorways to the past.

      “‘Show me,’ I told her, and pointed to her favourite picture. The meadow beside the forest. ‘Take me there.’”

      Gabriel paused. There was a faraway look in his eyes.

      “And did she?” I asked.

      His eyes slowly focused on mine. He smiled and nodded. “Everything changed for me that day,” he said, the smile faltering. “When we were in that other place, I knew that nothing in the world mattered to me but her. That I loved her.

      “My mother saw my feelings changing. She did everything she could to keep Ramona and me apart, but we had our secret world we could run away to where no one could find us. Finally, I was sent off to follow in Phineas’s footsteps at the Royal Academy of Art. All I ever painted was her, in all the places that she loved.”

      His eyes wandered to the opposite corner of the cabin, landing on the unfinished painting of a black-haired girl in a meadow of wild flowers. “You were quite right,” he said. “It is her.”

      “But,” I hated to ask the question, because the next bit of the story was sure to be painful for him, “did something happen between you and Ramona? I mean, why did she leave?”

      His eyes closed. “My father died, and my mother cast Ramona out. She had only ever tolerated her for my father’s sake. Ramona came to me for help. Phineas and I had bought an apartment in Bloomsbury which we shared with a few of our fellow visionary art students. She became our muse, our housekeeper, the life of our home. She also took to painting, putting all of us to shame with her natural talents.

      “But I had no desire to share her with the others, and especially with Phineas who had never taken any interest in her all of our childhood days. I did not trust him. I knew if ever he discovered the power of her paintings, he would wish to seize upon it for his own gain.

      “I decided the time had come. I made a profession of love to Ramona and asked her to be my wife.”

      He paused and closed his eyes again. After a few seconds, I wondered if he would continue the story. Hesitantly, I asked, “And, what did she say?”

      His eyes opened, but stared into the distance. “She refused me. She promised that she loved me more than anyone in the world, had always loved my goodness, my gentleness… said that I was her closest friend… her brother. She never wished to alter our relationship.

      “I was furious. I knew how headstrong she could be. I would never change her mind. So, to my lifelong shame, I decided I would hurt her in return. I would show her how far from good and gentle I could fall. I threw myself headfirst into every form of reckless living – ran up debts with gambling, drinking, brawling. Oh, I was very successful in causing her pain. You should have seen the way she would look at me when I’d come crawling into the house at some godless hour. She said she would have nothing to do with me until I stopped my self-destructive behaviour.

      “One night, she confronted me, and I… I…” Gabriel choked, and cupped his hand over his lips. Tears were streaming down his face, but he took in a gulp of breath and made himself continue. “I had been drinking, and I became violent. I’d never strike her. Never. But I grabbed her arm and tore the necklace from her neck: a chain with a pocketwatch. It had belonged to her grandmother and played a song that she had sung to Ramona when she was a little girl. It was precious to her, and I threw it against the floor. I smashed it in two. The little bird inside could never again sing its song.

      “I was horrified at what I’d done, sorrier than I could say. It woke me from my long stupor, but too late. She ran to her room, and when I followed her, she had gone. I found only her sketchbook. The painting of the meadow lay open, the grass rippling as if a wind had just passed through it. She had gone and left me behind.”

      After a long silence, I thought perhaps he had reached the end of the story. But that couldn’t be the end. “And she never came back?” I asked.

      Imogen, who had been hugging her knees into her chest all the while she listened to Gabriel’s story, now unfolded herself. “That can’t be the end,” she protested. “You haven’t explained how Phineas came to have the pocketwatch… or what he has to do with any of it.”

      Gabriel had been drying his face with his burgundy handkerchief, and he stuffed it into his pocket before answering. “I am sorry to say it, but that is not the end of the story, and Phineas’s part begins where mine ends. But tell me, how do you know about the pocketwatch?”

      I briefly explained how we had first seen the watch at Phineas’s home and had recognised the canary’s song, then how we had later discovered at Salomon & Botts that the watch had once belonged to him, Gabriel.

      “And Phineas told you he got it from a pawn shop?” Gabriel shook his head with disgust. “You shall hear the rest of the story, including the truth about the canary pocketwatch.”
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      I filled our cups with tea, and we sat back as he began again.

      “I waited for Ramona all that day and night, and the next day and night. She did not return. On the third day, feeling helpless and wanting to make amends for what I’d done, I had the idea to take the watch to Salomon & Botts to see if it could be repaired. I left it there, and when I returned home, I was confronted by my brother. He told me Ramona had come home. That I was not to speak to her… not even to see her. I was to leave his house that very day.”

      “Ramona wanted you to leave?” I asked, unable to believe she would cast out someone so dear to her, even after what he had done.

      “I do not believe it was her wish,” Gabriel said. “I have my theory...”

      “Go on,” Imogen urged him.

      “I believe Phineas must have discovered Ramona just as she returned from the painting. Perhaps he blackmailed her. Perhaps he was very winsome and confidential and promised he would keep her secret safe. Either way, he saw to it that no one should have Ramona but himself. Not because he cared for her, but because he saw her as the key to his fame and fortune. You see, while we called our little artistic society the Round Table, it was always clear that Phineas considered himself our leader. He imagined himself ruler of some mystical kingdom of the past. When he discovered Ramona’s talents, he would have seen a way of turning his dream into a reality.

      “He turned all our other friends out of the house after I left. No one ever saw Phineas anymore, except coming to and leaving his exhibitions with a beautiful woman on his arm. Some called her his muse. He grew very famous and inconceivably wealthy. How he made his fortune almost overnight was a great mystery to everyone… except to me.”

      “How did he do it?” I asked.

      “Ramona helped him to paint his masterpiece, The Wedding Feast. Critics said he must have travelled back in time to the Golden Age of Chivalry in order to paint such a life-like scene.” Gabriel gave a mirthless laugh. “If they only knew how close they were to the truth, and who really deserved the praise.”

      I had to interrupt again. “But Ramona wouldn’t stand for having her talents used just so Phineas could get rich. She wouldn’t allow it. I’m sure of it.”

      “You are right,” he said. “She did not like what she saw Phineas becoming.”

      “How do you know?” Imogen asked.

      “She sent me a message saying she was sorry for all that had happened. She had taken care to destroy all that remained of her special paints, and she was going home. She hoped I would forgive her. Me… forgive her.” He rubbed his hand across his forehead.

      “So that’s when Phineas lost his fortune,” I said, remembering the articles I’d read.

      “Yes,” Gabriel answered. “He nearly lost everything. He was hardly seen for many, many years. Then, a year ago, out of the blue, he announced he was producing a new series of paintings that would put all his past work to shame. Overnight, his fame and fortune returned a hundredfold. I had to know why, so I spied on him. Little did I know he had hired a spy of his own.”

      “Tobias Wix,” I said.

      Gabriel nodded. “To frighten me, he had Tobias discover where I lived. He broke into my barge and stole my two most prized possessions: On the Steps of St. Paul’s and Ramona’s pocketwatch.

      “I was enraged. From then on, I watched Phineas all the more carefully, never letting Wix see me. One night, I got a cab and followed behind his carriage to St. Paul’s Cathedral. I got out of the cab and watched in the shadows as Phineas alighted from his carriage, then helped a young woman alight. She wore a cape, but her hood was down, and I could see her face in the moonlight. Beyond a shadow of a doubt, it was Ramona!

      “She looked just as I remembered her, unchanged by all the years, though Phineas and I had both gone grey. Then Phineas, Ramona and Wix approached the cathedral and disappeared, right before my eyes. I could not see where they had gone. But the carriage remained, and so I waited for them. After an hour, Phineas and Wix returned alone. I waited all night. Ramona never came. I watched Phineas like a hawk for weeks after that. Every few days, he would go to St. Paul’s, disappear as he had before, then return shortly afterward, sometimes carrying a bag he hadn’t had with him before. But never accompanied by Ramona.”

      He finished. My mouth was hanging open, speechless. Dread weighed stone-heavy in the pit of my stomach. “You don’t think he would have…”

      “No, Miss Watson. I don’t believe Phineas killed her.”

      I let out a breath of relief.

      “My brother may be a monster, but he is not a murderer. And besides, he only ever acts in his own interest. It is very much in his interest to keep Ramona alive. At least, that is what I say to myself for comfort. But I do believe it. After all, there is at least one good, alternative explanation for Ramona’s disappearance.”

      The answer came to me. “She went through a painting,” I said.

      He nodded. “And we know of at least one painting in St. Paul’s through which she might have travelled.”

      “The Wedding Feast,” I answered.

      Imogen stopped massaging her temples. “Wait a second. You said Phineas stole On the Steps of St. Paul’s from your boat. Are you saying it was Phineas who hung it up in the place of The Wedding Feast? You had nothing to do with it?”

      “You have the right of it, Miss Humphreys.”

      I was on my feet before I knew it. “We have to get word to Janklow right away.” I was looking around as if I might find a telephone handy. “He thinks you did it. He’s looking for you this very minute, and all the while Phineas is getting away with… with…”

      “Yes, Miss Watson,” Gabriel nodded. “You see the trouble, don’t you? We don’t know exactly what it is Phineas is up to. We have nothing to go on except our belief that Ramona has escaped through a magical painting. Imagine how that will sound to your inspector friend.”

      I gritted my teeth in frustration. “But if Phineas should disappear,”– my head reeled at the thought – “we’ll never be able to find her. We should send word to him immediately.”

      I swung my shawl over my shoulders and made for the door, but Gabriel called out, “We are miles from London, Miss Watson. You have suffered an attack today and it is dark. You and Miss Humphreys should get some rest and wait for daylight.

      “You can’t keep us here,” Imogen said, rushing to her feet, ready for a fight.

      Gabriel held out his hands for peace. “You are not my prisoners, Miss Humphreys. Of course I cannot force you. I only advise you to wait. Get some rest. This is a dangerous business you are about, and you have enemies on your trail. I cannot navigate tonight, but tomorrow I will find a safe place to moor and accompany you to send a message to the inspector.” He winced and massaged his leg.

      Imogen looked at me with uncertainty. This whole business was so strange; everything I thought I knew had changed in the last few hours. We had discovered Gabriel Webb only to find that we’d been hunting the wrong man. Phineas had been the perpetrator all along… had had us followed, attacked by that monster Wix. Phineas had taken Ramona away.

      I glanced at Gabriel. He had lit a pipe and silently stroked Alpheus’s head. Hours ago, I’d never have trusted him, but the tears in his eyes when he had said how he loved Ramona were genuine. I believed what he said: he would do anything to help her.

      “Ok,” I said. “We’ll get some rest and go with you tomorrow.”

      Gabriel told us where to find blankets and cushions and we settled down in front of the fire. Gabriel retired to the back cabin and left us to rest. Imogen still looked uneasy, but within minutes, her eyes closed and her breathing turned soft and steady. The barge rocked gently; the fire crackled. For all the thoughts spinning around in my head, in spite of the ache in my arm where Wix had gripped it, my eyelids could hold out no longer.

      
        
        Galloping. Galloping. I am on horseback, riding across flat land. A stone tower covered in vines breaks the landscape. I approach, but I cannot reach the tower. A moat separates me from it. Then, I hear something. A beautiful, sweet, sad song. Before I know it, I am floating, weightless, up and up. The music grows more audible as I ascend. Then I stop.

        I am peering into a tiny window, into the eyes of a beautiful lady. She looks at me and smiles as if she knows me, but her eyes are so sad. On her finger, a little golden canary is perched. The music is coming from its tiny beak.

        It finishes its song and takes wing, flying for the window, for freedom! But it cannot get out. The window is barred. I cling to the bars and pull with all my might, but they will not budge. The canary returns to its perch on the lady’s finger. Her sad eyes meet mine again, then she turns away.

        I realise I am too late, just before I begin to fall…

        

      

      I sat up with a gasp, relieved to discover that I was not plummeting to the ground after all. It had all been a dream. An extraordinarily real dream.

      Alpheus’s toenails clinked across the barge’s floorboards. I twisted around to look for Gabriel.

      The curtain to the back cabin pulled back, and he stuck his head in. Seeing me awake, he smiled and pulled the curtain back further. “Hope you slept well, Miss Watson. Tea?”

      “Yes, please.” I crawled out from under the blankets and got to my knees, squinting towards the window where a hazy beam of sunlight spilled through. “What time is it?”

      “It is yet early. The river froze over in the night, but the sun will soon take care of that. We should be on our way by–” He stopped mid-sentence, a look of concern darkening his face. Alpheus had raised his head and was sniffing towards the door. Then he began a low growl, the hackles spiking up on his neck. Next, Billy Bones began to squawk restlessly, “Scurvy dogs! Scurvy dogs!”

      Imogen sat up, her eyes wide with terror. The next thing we knew, the barge was shaking from heavy footsteps climbing on board. Someone was pounding on the door and shouting, “Open up in the name of the law!”

      What followed was mass confusion. Gabriel limped for the door, but before he could open it to let them in, three policemen with clubs burst through, knocking Gabriel to the floor. One of them pushed him down face forward and began tying his hands behind his back.

      Imogen and I were on our feet, both screaming for them to stop, that they were making a mistake; but the other two policemen rushed for us, grabbed us firmly by the shoulders and drove us outside, lifting us and setting us down, still struggling, on the ice-solid ground.

      I stopped struggling and froze. Dobbs was standing on the towpath beside Constable Smart. My first feeling was relief to see his familiar face, but then came confusion. What was Dobbs doing there with the Constable?

      My confusion turned to horror when another figure stepped out from behind the two of them. It was Wix. He wore a wicked, self-satisfied grin and was mumbling away to Constable Smart. “I sees this Nemo fella goin’ after these two innocents, an’ I says to meself, I says, ‘Wix, no good could come o’ this.’ So I steps in, see, and tries to ‘elp the girls only to ‘ave my ‘ead bashed in by that good-fer-nuffink criminal.”

      The police appeared actually to be listening to this rubbish, and when Imogen and I tried to protest that it wasn’t true, they hushed us up. “Easy now. You’ve had a shock. You’re safe now. There, there.” Their mollycoddling was infuriating.

      Dobbs rushed forward when he saw us, anxiously asking if we had been hurt. I could hardly hear a word he said, though. My attention kept being drawn away by Wix. He still had the policemen’s full attention, and was oozing a lot of hot air.

      “I reckon ‘e’s ‘iding more than stolen children in that barge of ‘is. Why, I’ve often ‘eard these bargemen will ‘ide fings under the deck boards. I’d check if I was you.”

      “Go on,” the Constable ordered. “Check under the deck.”

      Gabriel had been dragged out of his barge. He watched the officer take a crowbar and pry up the boards of the boat that was his home. He showed no emotion, just looked on wearily.

      “There is something under here, all right,” the policeman called out. Next minute, with the help of his fellow officer, he had pulled out a large scrolled-up parchment. The two men unravelled it for all to see.

      I felt like an electric shock zapped through my body. It was The Wedding Feast. Everyone, including Gabriel, beheld it in shocked silence. Everyone, that is, but Wix.

      “See there! Wot did ol’ Wix tell yer. Can’t trust ‘is kind.”

      “Shut up, you,” Constable Smart pushed Wix aside as he came closer to inspect the painting. When he stood up again, he had a look on his face like he’d just won the lottery. “Someone send word to Janklow immediately. And help these young ladies into the carriage before they catch their deaths!”

      We were practically hoisted into a carriage. Dobbs and Betsy hopped in after us and the door slammed shut. As the horses started off and we rumbled over the gravel towpath, I turned in my seat. The back window was frosted over, but I could just see the policemen shoving Gabriel into the back of another carriage. It had bars over its windows.
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      “‘Peeping Tom discovered in ladies’ swimming bath caught and thrown into pool’… ‘More ice accidents for skaters on Thames’… ‘Woman gives man sound thrashing at ball for treading on foot and refusing to apologise’… Ah! ‘Ere we are.” Dobbs flicked the front page of the freshly-printed Illustrated Police News. “‘Missing painter reappears as notorious St. Paul’s thief and kidnapper, see page four.’ Let’s see if it mentions Bess ‘n’ me!”

      Dobbs had been in a cheery mood ever since our carriage journey the pervious morning. With a brimming smile on his face, he had told us his whole story. He had come to meet us at noon the day before, as planned, and Miss Turvey had given him our message. Instead of waiting around – not being one to waste time – he’d sallied forth to meet us at Regent’s Park. He arrived at the Taxopholite Pavilion only just in time to see us scampering off, and then did his best to keep on our trail through the park, across the Euston Road and so on.

      “’Tweren’t easy neither,” he exclaimed. “You must’ve taken ‘bout fifty detours to get there; ‘twas like chasin’ after a jack rabbit!”

      Dobbs explained how he had learned what had happened to us from his street urchin connections – the rock-throwing boys on the bridge – who had apparently watched the whole violent scene of Wix’s attack without bothering to do anything about it. Hearing that Captain Nemo had taken us aboard the Bella Ramona, Dobbs naturally assumed, just as we had, that he meant to kidnap us. So, putting old prejudices aside, he had gone straight to Constable Smart for help.

      “The ol’ Constable didn’t believe a word of it at first,” Dobbs recounted. “We’ve not been the best o’ friends, him and me. But after I flashed him Inspector Janklow’s card ‘n’ told ‘im ‘ow I was workin’ on the Inspector’s orders, he came with me quick ‘nough.”

      And, of course, the rest we knew. Smart found Wix in the wharf. Wix claimed he had played the hero, trying to save us only to be knocked out by the vicious bargeman. And then Wix had uncovered the missing painting on board the Bella Ramona, turning him from wanted man to hero with a snap of his dirty fingers.

      We had all been taken to the police station for questioning, but every time Imogen and I tried to tell Constable Smart that Wix was lying and that Gabriel had, in fact, rescued us from him, his silly little moustache would curl up in a patronising smile.

      “There, there, my dears. Con artists like this Gabriel Webb have a great talent for confusing their victims. No doubt, he has persuaded you through trickery that it was he who rescued you from Mr. Wix. Two weak-minded, innocent young ladies are hardly a match for the workings of a criminal mastermind.”

      When Imogen had retorted that Smart would prove himself to be the one with the weak mind, the Constable had somewhat lost his tender touch. We were in shock, he said, and must be kept under his supervision until Janklow returned and decided what was to be done with us. We were given some food and a room with two camp beds, then left to wait. After an uncomfortable night on a hard cot, a policeman knocked on our door and informed us that Janklow had arrived in the wee hours. He was questioning the prisoner and would meet us for coffee in the station kitchen.

      There we waited, listening to Dobbs’s happy chatter. After a long time, he noticed how quiet we both were. “I can’t ‘elp but notice the two o’ you look a little bit… cast down considerin’ this auspisheeous occasheeon. I reckon it’s the shock ‘n’ all. But never you worry. You was never in any real danger. Not with ol’ Dobbs ‘n’ Janklow on the case!”

      At that moment, Inspector Janklow himself appeared in the doorway. The circles under his eyes had darkened several shades, but he greeted us in his usual gentlemanly manner before taking a chair and pouring himself some coffee.

      “Well well. There was our culprit, right under our noses all this time.”

      “What did he say to you?” I asked, eager to find out what Janklow thought, hopeful that he would see what Smart had refused to.

      “Nemo has confessed to the identity of Gabriel Webb. We’ve caught our man.” He smiled weakly. “By we, of course, I mean all of you. And as I understand it, special praise is due to you, Mr. Dobbs, for burying old grudges and alerting the police when you discovered the fate of these two young ladies.” He raised his coffee cup in a toast to Dobbs who beamed proudly.

      Imogen and I shared a helpless look. What were we to do? Dobbs may have been mistaken about the whole situation, but he had acted heroically. Not wanting to steal his moment of glory, I decided the best thing to do was to keep my mouth shut until I could speak to Inspector Janklow privately. I would seize the first opportunity I could find.

      The Inspector resumed a business-like air. “I would like to speak to you about the events of the past two days. Gabriel’s story does conflict rather with Smart’s.” He looked from Imogen to me. “But only after you’ve had time to recover. Smart tells me you’ve suffered a great shock, and I don’t wonder. You’ve had rather an eventful time of it.”

      “We’re fine, really,” I began, but he held up his hand.

      “You will accompany me back home. Mrs. Janklow can set you to rights before any questions need be asked.”

      Neither Imogen nor I argued. Desperate as I was to tell Janklow the truth about what had happened, I was all too happy to leave the constabulary and Constable Smart’s smug remarks behind. And anyway, going home with Inspector Janklow offered the best possibility of speaking to him in private.

      The four of us, and Betsy, walked together to Bedford Row. When we had reached the Janklow’s red door, Dobbs scuffed his shoes on the ground a bit awkwardly. “Well, guess Bess ‘n’ me’ll just be on our way…”

      Inspector Janklow frowned. “Whatever do you mean, Mr. Dobbs? You’ve had as eventful a day as any one of us, and, I might add, proved yourself a fine detective in the making. In fact, I believe a promotion is in order.”

      Dobbs’s eyes grew enormous. “You mean it, gov? Well, wot manner o’ promotion did you ‘ave in mind?”

      Inspector Janklow was giving Dobbs one of his hard but thoughtful stares. “I’ve been considering branching out from police cases and starting my own private investigations business. Mr. Dobbs, I’d like to train you up proper. You see, you remind me a mite of myself as a boy, full of potential but in bad need of cultivation. If you’re to be a decent investigator, you must first be trained up into a decent man.”

      Dobbs had stars in his eyes. “I can just see it now, gov,” he said, raising his hand and swooping it across an imaginary sign in the air in front of him. “Janklow and Dobbs, private investigators.”

      Inspector Janklow smiled wryly. “I was thinking perhaps… but I’d like your opinion on the matter… of Janklow and Son?”

      Dobbs’s starry-eyed face became confused. “I didn’t know as you had a son, gov…”

      “Well,” the Inspector looked embarrassed as he turned his hat in his hands. “I suppose I don’t as of yet. But I had hoped you might consider taking on that position as well?”

      If Dobbs’s eyes had been big before, they positively bulged as he digested what the Inspector was saying. His open mouth curled into the biggest, toothiest smile I have ever seen. Then, as suddenly, it dropped. “Inspector, it’s not as I don’t appreciate the honour of your offer, but…”

      “Well, what is it, boy?” Janklow asked with concern.

      “Fing is,” Dobbs continued, his eyes fixed on Betsy and hers on him, “I could only accept if Bess was welcome to stay with me. And as I know you’re not partial to dogs…” He glanced up hopefully, then back down again.

      Inspector Janklow eyed the the bulldog thoughtfully. He bent down so that he and the dog were eye to eye, then he spoke directly to her. “You’ll have to earn your keep, Bess. Make yourself useful in the kitchen, perhaps.”

      The bulldog panted for a moment, then shuffled up to the Inspector and gave him an enormous, slobbery lick across the face.

      Janklow stood, his face fixed in a tight grimace. “I’m sure Mrs. Janklow will be delighted to have Bess as well.” 

      It was an understatement. When Mrs. Janklow came to the door, her husband presented Dobbs and said, very casually, “Mrs. Janklow, I’m pleased to inform you that Mr. Dobbs has agreed to take the name of Arthur Janklow.”

      She blinked at her husband, bewildered.

      “He has agreed to accept our proposal. Meet your new son, my dear.”

      “Oh!” Mrs. Janklow wasted no time in throwing herself on Dobbs’s neck and crying her eyes out with joy. When she could speak again, she wiped her face and said, “Let’s get you cleaned up for dinner, my darling boy. What would you like to eat? Lamb shank? Pot roast? Pork chop? Never you mind, I’ll cook up the lot.”
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      It should have been a joyful evening. I was as happy as could be for Dobbs and the Janklows, but I couldn’t celebrate. Everything had spun out of order in my head. I had been so sure Gabriel was telling us the truth, yet there was the painting hidden on his barge. Still, whether he had taken the painting or not, I could not believe he was truly a criminal. I felt certain an innocent man had been locked behind bars while the true culprit still walked free.

      Imogen felt as gloomy about the whole thing as I did, so we kept to ourselves as much as we could, not wanting to put a damper on the family’s happiness.

      Mrs. Janklow spent the afternoon cooking up a feast between blowing her nose, wiping her eyes, and beaming at Dobbs as if he were the sun itself and she were basking in its rays.

      I hoped I might speak to the Inspector after dinner, but a post boy came to the door with a letter for him and he promptly disappeared with it into his study. To pass the time, we offered to help Mrs. Janklow tidy up, but she insisted we go upstairs and get some rest in the spare bedroom, which was now to be Dobbs’s room.

      Neither of us had any intention of resting, though. We couldn’t have if we wanted to.

      “What are you going to tell him?” Imogen asked, sitting cross-legged on the bed with her chin in her hands while I paced back and forth across the tiny room.

      “I don’t know, exactly. But Gabriel shouldn’t be in prison. I’ll tell Janklow how it was Wix who attacked us and Gabriel who saved us… and that we know Wix is working for Phineas.”

      “Are you going to tell him what Gabriel said about Phineas and Ramona disappearing into St. Paul’s?”

      I thought for a moment. I did not want to tell Janklow anything that sounded too far-fetched, or he would think we were just being fanciful. Yet if it was the truth…

      “I’m not sure,” I answered. “If only we knew what Phineas was really up to, and could prove it.” I rubbed my forehead as if that would spark an idea. “What could he have done with Ramona?”

      Imogen bit her thumbnail, thinking. “Gabriel had a point,” she said at last. “It wouldn’t make sense for Phineas to hurt her if she’s the key to his fortune. Besides, what would he paint? She’s the subject of every single picture.”

      I closed my eyes, searching my memory for every detail of the paintings. The Lady of Shalott gazing from her tower window. It had been just like my dream of Ramona and the canary, locked away, as if someone had put them both in a cage.

      “I think Phineas is keeping Ramona prisoner in the Middle Ages,” I said, and felt sure I’d struck the truth.

      Imogen was frowning. “There’s just one gaping problem with that,” she said. “If Ramona is stuck in the past, how is Phineas travelling back and forth without her? I couldn’t have travelled through those paintings if I hadn’t been touching you. How is he managing it?”

      I dropped down onto the bed beside her and chewed my lip, stumped. I shook my head. “I don’t know, but there must be a way. Maybe Gabriel knows something.”

      “Well good luck getting any information from him. He’s in jail for theft and kidnapping, remember?” Imogen let herself fall back onto the bed with a dramatic crash.

      I stood up. “That’s why we have to speak to Janklow. We have to convince him somehow that Gabriel is innocent.”

      Imogen shook her head. “Gabriel is right, you know. Janklow is never going to buy the true story.”

      “Maybe not all of it, but we’ll tell him as much as he can handle.”

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Come in!” I called.

      It was Dobbs.

      “We were just about to come down–” I began, then noticed how tense and red his face was. His ears glowed like hot coals. “What’s wrong, Dobbs?”

      “The Inspector’s ‘ad a letter,” Dobbs answered without looking me in the eye. “Not sure who from, but he don’t seem all too pleased about it. Says he wants to speak to you both straight away.”

      “We’ll be right down,” I forced a smile. Why did I feel seasick?

      We found Janklow in his study, a piece of paper gripped in his hand. His face appeared more creased and tired than I’d ever seen it.

      “Come in,” he said in a strangely flat tone.

      Imogen and I looked at each other apprehensively but came forward to his desk as he’d asked.

      “I believe, Miss Humphreys, that I should pay a visit to your aunt after all that has happened. You have, I hope, informed her that you are safe?”

      “I… um…” Imogen gulped. “Yes, I sent her a message yesterday.”

      “Hmm.” Inspector Janklow’s nose twitched. “And shall I inform the Misses Turvey as well?”

      My heart sank. Janklow offered us the letter he was holding. I took it and, silently, we both began to read.

      
        
        Dear Sir,

        I wish to express my profoundest gratitude to you for recovering what was stolen. That painting remains the greatest work of my life, and posterity is indebted to you for rescuing it from unworthy hands. I say this in writing because, after receiving my knighthood, I will be away seeing to my affairs abroad for some time. You will not hear from me, but whatever reports may arise that I have abandoned my public, pay them no heed. I am merely exerting my talents in some new arena. The artist must follow his muse wherever she takes him, after all.

        In my absence, I leave my good name in your trustworthy hands. None better, I am sure.

        To that effect, I wish to express something that concerns us both, namely the two young ladies rescued from my poor brother’s clutches when the painting was recovered. I was alarmed to learn that these two young ladies were among your informants, for I have reason to suspect that they are more than they pretend to be and may even be employed by my wayward brother (it pains me to say that the lunatic asylum may befit him better than a prison). I have ascertained from Miss Agatha Turvey that they are lodged at her Hostel for Girls of Good Character on Long Acre. I am not sure these girls fit that description.

        One could hardly blame even a man of your superior wit if these young ladies have already taken you in, for youthful charms can be so very beguiling. But I issue this word of caution: Do not take them into your confidence. You never know to whom they may be answering. Do not the Scriptures warn us to take care, for one knows not whether he may be entertaining angels? May I humbly posit that, in the case of these two seemingly-innocent girls, one does not know whether he may rather be entertaining demons in angelic disguise.

        I trust that you will act in a reasonable manner with this information, for you are, admirably, a man of great Reason.

        

        I remain faithfully,

        

        P.W.W.

        

      

      Imogen burst as soon as she’d read the letter, “But Inspector, it’s all a lie–”

      “Is it all a lie, Miss Humphreys?”

      “Well… almost all. It is true that we’re staying with the Turvey sisters and not with my aunt, but–”

      “This is just the trouble,” Janklow cut her off without raising his voice. “How am I to trust you as associates if you have been telling me fabrications?”

      “Please, Inspector,” I was surprised to hear my own voice shaking. “We want to tell you everything. The whole truth. If you’ll just let us.”

      “I should dearly like to hear it, Miss Watson.”

      “I’m not sure you will like it, though. It’s a little… hard to believe.”

      Janklow frowned. “Miss Watson, the truth is always reasonable.”

      I did my best to steady my breathing. Then I told him, starting with all that had happened the previous day, and how Gabriel had really rescued us from Wix. I told him Gabriel’s story, what he had seen at St. Paul’s. And then I even dared to tell him what Gabriel believed to be the explanation for Ramona’s disappearance. “We think he’s right, because…” Janklow had listened impassively to my entire explanation, but I still had trouble voicing the words, “because Imogen and I… we came to 1885 the very same way. Through a painting. In fact, through the very painting that appeared there that night. That’s why we were running from St. Paul’s after the Mass on Christmas Eve. The painting brought us there, right to the scene of the crime. And then we met you, and… well, you know the rest.”

      When I had finished, he just looked at me. Only then did I notice some sort of emotion in his eyes. It wasn’t anger. It was as if a battle were going on inside his own head, though I could only see faint flickers of it from the outside. Finally, he let his eyes drop to his desk.

      “I must confess, Miss Watson, that I have never been more… disappointed.”

      I felt like I’d just received a punch to the stomach, and there was more to come.

      “You might at least do me the courtesy of being honest now. But I blame myself.” He pointed one of his long fingers at his own chest. “I, a grown man and professional detective, should never have involved children in such matters. I do not believe you to be, as the letter suggests, demons in disguise. Misguided, perhaps. And as I have no evidence that you conspired with Gabriel Webb in his theft–”

      “But Inspector, please–”

      “Let me finish, Miss Watson. As there is no evidence of conspiracy, I will not press charges this time. But from this moment, every connection between us must be severed forever. And I plead with you to sever all connections with that imprisoned man, for next time, I will not be able to look the other way. There shall be serious consequences.”

      For the first time that day, I really did feel in shock. “Inspector,” I pleaded, “Won’t you at least look at the evidence for our side of the story? What if we really are telling you the truth?”

      “No matter how much I wish to believe you, Reason forbids me.”

      I slammed my hand down on his desk. “But what if the most rational explanation is magic?”

      A moment of silence followed. My hand tingled. He looked at it a moment. Then, as if wanting distraction, somewhere to look besides at Imogen and me, he took out his pocketwatch and held it between both hands. “You’ll never be a detective, Miss Watson,” he said, fumbling the watch open. “A detective needs cold, clear-headed Reason. Not fairy stories. That stuff is for the nursery, not the constabulary. Now I must ask you to collect your things and leave my home at once. I’ll make up some excuse to tell Mrs. Janklow and Arthur. The truth would only upset them.”

      I didn’t budge. Hot tears stung my eyes, but I couldn’t even brush them away. Then Imogen took hold of my arm and pulled me away from the office. The Inspector never looked up. His eyes stayed glued to his pocketwatch as if hoping to find the truth on its cold face.
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            No Time for Tears

          

        

      

    

    
      “Katie, slow down! Do you even know where you’re going?”

      I flung myself through the iron gates of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. No, I didn’t know where I was going, but I couldn’t stop and wait for Imogen to catch up to me. I was too ashamed for her to see the tears pouring uncontrollably down my cheeks.

      Shame was all I knew in that moment. It felt as heavy as wet concrete being poured over my shoulders until I could hardly breathe. Unable to take another step for the weight of it, I collapsed, a miserable heap, onto the nearest bench.

      Imogen caught up and dropped down beside me. I covered my face with my hands, but I couldn’t hold back the choking sobs that gave me away. I had been in some terrible fixes before and still managed to keep from crying. But the memory of Janklow’s face – that look of disappointment – and his parting words, “You’ll never be a detective, Miss Watson”… The sting of those words was worse than any cut or bruise I’d suffered. It was more than I could bear.

      Imogen didn’t speak at first. She waited until my sobs died down into sniffles, then handed me her frilly handkerchief to wipe my running nose.

      “It’s not fair, what Janklow said.” She didn’t sound upset. Just matter-of-fact. “But none of it was true, you know? You really shouldn’t take it so much to heart, Katie.”

      I knew she was trying to help; but instead of feeling better, I felt a flare of anger and looked away. How could Imogen talk so calmly, as if it didn’t matter what Janklow thought of me? This had been my chance to prove that I had what it took to be a real detective, that I wasn’t just some kid playing games. Now, he thought of me not only as a silly kid, but a lying one.

      “You don’t understand,” I muttered, my watery eyes fixed on the ground. “Without Janklow, it’s hopeless.”

      “What do you mean, hopeless?” Imogen’s voice was laced with her old sarcasm. “You’ve managed just fine without Janklow before now. Why is he suddenly so important?” She sounded impatient, annoyed. It made my anger flare up all the more.

      “Because he’s a real detective!” I shouted. “He knows what he’s doing. And I … I don’t. What he said might’ve been based on lies, but he was right about one thing. I’ll never be a good detective. I can’t do this. It’s too big for me. I give up.”

      After a long, self-loathing pause, Imogen finally answered, her voice quiet but sharp. “So that’s it? You’re just giving up because one person doesn’t think you’re amazing? What about Ramona? What about your promise to Jim and Ka-Ti… and getting home to our families? None of that matters now because of one person’s wrong opinion of you?”

      I blinked at her, stunned. I thought she would leave me to wallow in my misery, not tell me to buck up and get over myself. It hadn’t occurred to me how selfish I was being. My decision to give up didn’t just affect me. It meant giving up on her and everyone else too.

      “You know, Katie,” – she still had a piece of her mind to give me – “I was so desperate to come with you on this adventure because … because I believed in you. Back in Cherokee Country, you never gave up on me. Even when I was horrible to you, you still fought against all the odds and came after me. I thought I could count on you to see this thing through, but I guess I was wrong.”

      Imogen’s words cut way deeper than Janklow’s; they struck true as an arrow striking a bullseye. I felt my eyes stinging again as she stood up and stormed down the pathway. But this time, I fought back the tears. This was not a time for wallowing. I knew now that this, of all times, was a time for taking action.

      “Wait, Im.” I sprinted after her.

      She spun around, arms crossed over her chest.

      I sniffled and looked her square in the eye. “We will find Ramona, and we will get home again. I’m not giving up. Not yet. Not as long as you’ll stick this out with me.”

      Her iron glare softened, and she gave me one of her signature eye rolls. “Honestly, Katie. You know I’m not going anywhere. Obviously.”

      The best way I knew how to thank her for pulling me out of the pit of despair was to throw my arms around her neck.

      She hugged me back, all the while grumbling in my ear, “Ok. Ok. Are we going to solve this thing now or wait ‘til next Christmas?”

      We found another bench, and I pulled out my pen and notebook with a vengeance, like a knight unsheathing my sword for combat. “Right. Let’s go over the facts again. If our theory is correct, Phineas had Wix hide the painting on Gabriel’s barge. The question is, why?”

      “Well that’s obvious, isn’t it?” Imogen answered. “He did it to get Gabriel arrested, to make sure he didn’t get in the way.”

      “Yes, but in the way of what?”

      “Whatever it is he’s planning.”

      I rubbed my hands together to warm them, then picked up the notebook. “It’s strange, isn’t it?” I flipped through the pages right to the back and took the picture of the Webb brothers from its pocket. “They look so close. I bet they never thought then they’d wind up enemies.”

      “Katie, did you write that?” Imogen was craning her neck to peer at the notebook lying open in my lap. “That handwriting looks an awful lot like–”

      My eyes dropped to the page. “Phineas Webb’s,” I breathed, snatching up the book and holding it close to my face. How hadn’t I noticed the note scribbled onto the back page … a note in loopy, cursive writing, identical to the writing that had churned my stomach just an hour earlier.

      My mind was in a flurry as I read out the message, growing angrier with each word:

      
        
        My Dears,

        I write to advise you: keep your distance from my brother or I shall have no choice but to discredit you as well as him. I truly thought Gabriel could sink no lower, but he has proved me wrong by employing children to spy for him. I have known you were acting as his agents since your visit to Camelot. This notebook, which my manservant confiscated, only confirmed my suspicions. Your uncanny interest in my model and your eagerness to examine my pocketwatch told me at once that Gabriel had sent you. I do not doubt he is most sore about losing his beloved trinket. But in truth, I feel no remorse for asking Wix to take it. The watch was wasted on Gabriel, a mere sentimental plaything, like Ramona herself. I alone saw what a rare and valuable treasure that little bird was, the worlds it could open.

        I tell you this so that you may pass it on to my dear brother when I am gone. He should not look for me, for where I go, he cannot follow. I must now embrace my Destiny, as he must be embraced by his. Tell him this, then you will do well never to speak to him again. I fear his reputation shall only sink lower after I depart. I should be sorry to see two young ladies in the bloom of their youth pulled down into the mire alongside him.

        I bear you no ill will, but bid you farewell as a friend,

        P.W.W.

        

      

      “A friend? Is he serious?” Imogen made a snarling noise. Her fists were clenched and she looked ready to pummel the first person to cross her path. “What’s with all these notes, anyway? Doesn’t he have the guts to say what he wants to say to our faces?”I still stared at the letter, my eyes retracing the line about the pocketwatch being wasted on Gabriel… about its ability to open worlds…

      Like a hammer striking a bell, the answer to a long-muddled-over riddle rang loud and clear in my mind until it burst from my mouth: “He’s been using the pocketwatch to get through the painting!”

      Imogen stopped ranting and looked at me dumbfounded.

      “The canary sings Ramona’s grandmother’s song,” I explained. “That’s how he’s been bringing the painting to life without her!” My palm flew up to meet my forehead. “How did I not see it sooner?”

      Imogen was still staring at me with her mouth wide open. She seemed to be hatching a thought. At last she said, “It still doesn’t add up, though.”

      I waited for her to explain.

      “I mean, it would all make sense if Phineas still had the painting. He uses the watch, plays the song, slips through the painting, voilá! But he doesn’t have it. The police do. And he’s the one who made sure they’d find it… that is, if we’re right and Wix really did plant it on the barge.”

      I bit my lip, thinking hard. She was right; it didn’t add up. If Phineas was planning a getaway, he would need the painting. I bit so hard I tasted blood on my lip.

      “What if we’ve been wrong the whole time?” Imogen muttered. “What if Gabriel really did steal the painting to protect Ramona?”

      I shook my head, but the tiniest seed of doubt was beginning to bud. What if he did? Or what if the painting had nothing to do with Phineas’s plan? The doubts were like tiny holes in a boat, letting despair seep in and flood my mind. Action. I needed to take action before I drowned in questions.

      “We need to speak to Gabriel,” I said. “We’re missing something. Maybe there’s another painting or… oh I don’t know. But if anyone can help us figure out what Phineas is up to, it’s him.”

      Imogen looked at me doubtfully. “Sure. But there’s just this teensy little problem. Gabriel is locked away in a jail cell, remember?”

      The sound of quick steps crunching the frosty walkway and heavy, gurgled breaths made me twist around in my seat. Dobbs was running up the path towards us; the gurgling was Betsy at his heels. I was so happy to see him, I sprang to my feet. His wide, toothy grin lit up his whole face when he spotted us.

      “Law,” he panted, his breath coming out in puffs. “Bess ‘n’ me’ve been searchin’ for the two of ya high ‘n’ low!”

      “Does Inspector Janklow know you’ve come looking for us?” I asked, wondering how much Dobbs knew about the letter and what had passed between us and the Inspector.

      “Think so,” he said, straightening up. “’E was the one wot told me I was to make sure you made it safely back to the Misses Turveys’.”

      “He did?” I couldn’t believe it. Janklow didn’t despise us? He still cared whether we were safe or not?

      Dobbs nodded. “Wouldn’t tell me why you left, though. Just said the case of the missin’ paintin’ was closed ‘n’ we weren’t to be seein’ one another anymore.” A hurt expression came over Dobbs’s face. “But that don’t explain why you ‘ad to go without so much as a ‘by your leave’. I was beginnin’ to think you didn’t care whether we met again… That is…” His ears sticking out from beneath his hat rim shone bright red. “Wot I meant was, Bess didn’t much like bein’ dropped so sudden-like. She ‘as a very sensitive ‘art, ya know.”

      I bent down to rub Bessy’s wrinkly head. “We do care, Bessy,” I told the dog, making sure Dobbs could hear me loud and clear. “You’re a true friend. We could never drop you.”

      I looked up and locked eyes with Dobbs. He beamed at me, then looked quickly down at his feet. Toeing the frosty ground, he said, “So I reckon you’ll not be needin’ a chaperone anymore, now the case is closed ‘n’ all.”

      “Actually, Dobbs, we do need your help.” I glanced at Imogen and she gave me an approving nod. “Janklow was mistaken. The case of the missing painting is still very much open.”

      He cocked his head. “Janklow mistaken?”

      “It’s not his fault,” I answered quickly. “He’s been hoodwinked. We wish we could explain everything, but there’s not time. Phineas Webb is plotting something. We believe he planted that painting on Gabriel’s barge to get him out of the way. He set the whole thing up so that Janklow wouldn’t believe Gabriel… or us.”

      Dobbs sank onto the bench looking stricken. “You mean to say Gabriel Webb’s an innocent man ‘n’ I called the coppers on ‘im?”

      “You did the right thing, Dobbs,” I assured him. “You were just looking out for us, just like you were supposed to.” I looked at Imogen who nodded in agreement.

      “Yea,” she added, “It’s Phineas who’s caused all this to happen. Not you.”

      “Which is why we have to stop him,” I said. “But we need your help. We need to speak to Gabriel.”

      Dobbs scratched Bessy’s head, thinking and chewing on his lip. Finally, he sat up. “Miss Katie. You know I’d ‘elp you if I could, but ‘ow am I s’posed to get you past the Constable wot’s guarding the Cap’n?”

      I laid my hand on his shoulder. “You’re Arty Dobbs,” I said. “If anyone could think of a way to slip past the bobbies unnoticed, it’s you.”

      He puffed up proudly, but deflated the next second, shaking his head. “Sorry, Miss Katie. Miss Imogen. I’d like to ‘elp ya, but I’m ‘fraid I can’t ‘ave no part in it.”

      I felt a fresh stab of shame. “What do you mean, Dobbs?”

      “I’ve turned over a new leaf, ‘member? I’m a partner in Janklow and Son now. And besides, what would me new Ma think of me? I am sorry,” his head hung, wagging back and forth. “If it was anyfink else, I’d be at your service, but I’ve given all that up. I’m for the law now. And I’d advise you two not to go crossin’ it.”

      Imogen looked as though she’d just been slapped. I’m sure neither of us ever thought we’d be getting a lecture from Arty Dobbs about crossing the law. But one look at him told me how much he was struggling himself. Despite feeling hurt, I was proud of him.

      “You’re right, Dobbs. We won’t ask you to cross the law. But Imogen and I have to do this. We have to stop Phineas because … well, because it’s the right thing to do. You don’t have to be involved. You can forget we ever had this conversation. Just, please, don’t tell Janklow. We’ll figure the rest out on our own.”

      Dobbs tensed and screwed his eyes shut, as if squeezing every muscle of willpower, then, all in a rush, he let it go with a sigh. “No offence, misses, but you’ve got ‘bout as much chance of findin’ an ha’penny in an haystack as getting’ past that Constable without Bess ‘n’ me to ‘elp ya.”
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            Monkey Tribe of the Metropolis

          

        

      

    

    
      Dobbs staged a plan within the hour. After a quick round-up, he managed to rally a handful of his fellow street Arabs to come to our aid. We met them in a back alley near Covent Garden Market. There was Willie the Slink, the tall, dirty boy Dobbs had greeted in the market days before; a squat, square little boy called Gus who wore his flat cap down over his eyes; and two scrappy-looking, white-blonde-headed girls, Sally and Tilda, who introduced themselves as the Mudlark Twins.

      The Arabs listened with the sombre respect of soldiers to their general as Dobbs gave them their orders. Willie the Slink, who was already a familiar face to the local constabulary, was to act suspiciously to draw the Constable out onto the street, then give him the slip. Sally would play the part of snitch, telling the Constable what she had witnessed of Willie’s made-up crimes and which way she thought she’d seen him take off. Meanwhile, Tilda would help herself to his keys. Apparently, the twins were famous for this double-act pick-pocketing tactic.

      I felt a little squeamish about the plan by the time we got in position around the corner from the police station, but the gang of Arabs looked as cool as cucumbers.

      Dobbs was giving his last briefings as the bells tolled half past nine. “Remember, Gus, you’re on watch. Two rooster crows as soon as you catch sight o’ Constable Smart headin’ back to the station. I want sharp eyes out, got it?”

      Gus saluted, his eyes still invisible beneath his hat. I privately wondered how good a watch he would prove to be.

      Dobbs peered around the corner to take stock. “Well, this is it,” he said.

      “Dobbs.” I was getting cold feet. “What if Constable Smart catches Willie before Sally has the chance to stop him?”

      Dobbs and the others all snickered. “Why, Miss Katie, you’d make a stuffed bird laugh,” Dobbs said, bracing his belly. “Smart’s no match for Willie the Slink. I’ll be painted pink if Willie don’t manage to slip through his daddles.”

      Imogen looked at me as if to see whether I had understood a single word. I shook my head and decided not to ask any more questions.

      Dobbs resumed his watch, waiting for the right moment, then turned to Willie and gave the signal, raising an invisible pistol and pulling the trigger. Willie dashed out from hiding, one hand hidden beneath his coat flap, looking this way and that and slinking – I could see why he’d been given his name – past the police station in a convincingly guilty manner.

      It was only seconds before we heard Smart. “Oi, you! Not another step! I said… ah, dash him.”

      The Mudlark twins slipped out next. The plan was in motion.

      “Follow me!” Dobbs whispered hoarsely. We tiptoed around the corner and ducked into the station, Gus taking his position right outside the door.

      Dobbs led us through the front room to a big, black iron door with a padlock. He turned back towards the door to the street just in time to see Tilda appear and toss a ring of keys. Dobbs snatched it out of the air, fumbled for a key, and opened the padlock in a wink. Behind the door was a dark, arched brick hallway with two iron doors on either side.

      Dobbs cupped his mouth. “Psst! Nemo!” the whisper echoed and came back. A narrow window slid open in the second door to our left. Dobbs stayed at the hallway’s entrance while Imogen and I ran to the open window. A pair of grey eyes peered out at us.

      “What are you two doing here? Does Janklow know?” Gabriel’s voice was soft but firm.

      “No,” I answered truthfully.

      “Then you shouldn’t be here.” He began to slide the window shut.

      “Wait! Mr. Webb, please. There’s not time to explain, but we have to speak to you. We need your help if we’re going to rescue Ramona.”

      The window slid slowly open again. “Rescue her? Have you found out where she is?”

      “We have an idea, but first we need to know… the painting found on your boat. Did you…?” I cut short. Gabriel was giving me a strange, searching look.

      “You know,” he said. “There is something of her in you. Something in the eyes.” He seemed to be wrestling with himself. “You really are determined to find her, aren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      He nodded back. “All that I told you was the truth, Miss Watson. I did not steal it. I was framed.” He gave a short, dry laugh. “A painter framed for stealing a painting. Sounds like a lame joke, does it not?”

      “We didn’t think you did it,” I said hastily. “But there’s still one thing we can’t work out. If the painting is so important to Phineas, why would he steal it just to frame you with it? Especially if The Wedding Feast really is his doorway to the past… why would he let it go?”

      “Ah.” I could tell from the creases in the corner of his eyes he was smiling. “You’re asking the right questions, Miss Watson. Go on. You’re a clever one. I’ll bet you can work it out.”

      I wasn’t sure that I could, but I closed my eyes, thinking back over all that I knew of Phineas Webb … our meeting with him… his paintings… his strange behaviour when Imogen uncovered the canvas... I opened my eyes, the answer on my tongue. “Because it’s a fake. The painting on your barge was a fake. We saw it in his house.”

      Imogen gasped. “Oh my goodness, of course! That’s why he was so upset when I uncovered it! He was only just getting started, but it looked just like The Wedding Feast.”

      Gabriel was smiling grimly. “Bravo,” he said. “You really are good little detectives. Janklow should be proud to have you by his side.”

      I swallowed, not wanting to admit the truth about what Janklow thought of us. “But if the police have the fake painting,” I said, quickly returning to task, “then where is the real one?”

      “Wherever Phineas intends to use it. Somewhere he deems important and sufficiently secret.”

      “We think we’ve worked out how he’s been travelling through it without Ramona’s help.” I said, holding the notebook up to the window open to Phineas’s note.

      Gabriel squinted to read it in the dim light, his eyes growing stormier with each line. “It is just as I feared,” he said. “He intends to make a grand exit, and he has the means to do it. His plan has succeeded at every point. All his life, my brother has wanted nothing more than to rule as the lord over some medieval castle. He fancies himself quite the knight in shining armour.”

      Imogen gave a disdainful snort. “He already has Camelot, not to mention fame and fortune.”

      “Oh no, Miss Humphreys. Phineas could never be satisfied with make believe; not if he can have the real thing. Now that he has his precious knighthood, there is nothing holding him back from making his dreams a reality.”

      Panic gripped me like icy fingers. “But then there’s not time!” I blurted. “He said in his note to Janklow he was leaving after his knighthood ceremony. If he leaves tonight, that’s it. Ramona–”

      “Ramona will be out of our reach forever,” Gabriel finished solemnly.

      I felt frantic. “We have to stop him. We have to go.” I paused long enough to look into Gabriel’s stormy eyes. “But what about you? We can’t just leave you in here.”

      “Forget about me, Miss Watson. I am of no consequence. But listen to me, both of you. You cannot face my brother alone. Phineas is–”

      But at that very second, two rooster crows sounded from outside. Dobbs came flying into the dark corridor. “Gus was slow on the uptake. Smart’s already at the door! We gotta back slang it!”

      Imogen looked at him blankly. “Uh, sorry?”

      Dobbs waved his hands wildly towards the back of the corridor. “Go out the back!” He fumbled with the key ring, trying two of the keys in the bolt with no luck.

      “What’s goin’ on in ‘ere?” Smart roared from the front room.

      “Come on, come on, come on!” Imogen whispered through gritted teeth.

      Dobbs tried a third key, and it slid into the lock. He unbolted the door and swung it open just as heavy footsteps boomed in the corridor behind us.

      “Oi, you three! Stand still!”

      We hurled ourselves out the door into a dingy, stone courtyard locked in by tall brick walls. Dobbs waved us over to the wall and made a cradle with his hands. “Go on!”

      He gave Imogen, then me a leg up so we were able to heave ourselves over the wall and drop down to the other side. I heard him grunt as he hoisted himself up after us. His top half was just visible over the wall when he slid back.

      “I’ve got ya! You’re not gettin’ away this time!” Smart’s muffled, jubilant shouts came from the other side. Dobbs’s head was bobbing up and down as he tried to keep his grip. Smart must have caught him by the foot. We were helpless to do anything; Dobbs was too high up on the wall for us to reach his hands and pull him over to safety.

      Smart shouted again, more violently than ever. “You don’t stop puttin’ up a fight, I’ll ‘ave your dog minced up for sausages!”

      Dobbs made a face like he’d just been punched as he swung a look over his shoulder down at Betsy. In our flight, we’d all forgotten she was still behind, in the station yard.

      “Don’t worry, Bess, I’ll not abandon ye!” He called down. “I give in, Constable. Let go of me leg ‘n’ I’ll come down.”

      “No tricks!” the Constable snarled.

      “No tricks,” Dobbs agreed lifelessly over his shoulder. He turned back to us with sorrowful eyes. “Tell the Janklows I’m sorry I let ‘em down. Now get goin’ ‘n’ find that lady.” With that, his fingers loosened and he disappeared behind the wall.
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      “Now where are we going? Katie, stop!”

      I stopped at the top of Bedford Row just long enough to explain myself. “We have to tell Janklow. We have to get Dobbs out of there.”

      “Katie, you can’t–”

      “I have to, Im. He shouldn’t be in there. This is all my fault.” I marched towards the Janklows’ red door, ready to pound it with my fist until I got an answer. Whatever followed, I was ready to face it.

      But before I could step up to the door to knock, Imogen threw herself between me and it. “Katie, listen to me. I mean it.”

      Her face was as serious as a heart attack, and I found myself taking a step back. “Imogen, please move.”

      “Weren’t you listening? Janklow said if we ever had anything to do with Gabriel Webb again, there would be consequences. If you tell him we’ve just broken into prison to speak to Gabriel, there’s no chance he’ll simply let us go on our merry way. We’ll end up in one of those cells too.”

      “I have to at least try to explain to Janklow,” I pleaded. “I can’t just leave him–”

      “You can’t save everyone! You have to choose. It’s Dobbs or Ramona. And bear in mind, without Ramona, we may never get back home again.”

      I stood paralysed. Inside, the feeling of being torn in two was so terrible, it made me want to scream. How could I choose?

      “I’ll deal with Janklow. You should go, before it’s too late.”

      I looked at Imogen, confused. “What? You mean split up?”

      “You can’t do both, so leave Dobbs to me.”

      “But I can’t face Phineas without you,” I protested.

      “Yes you can. You’ll find a way to stop him. If anyone can do it, Katie, it’s you. You were meant to find Ramona, remember?”

      With those words, my dream flashed before my mind… the hopelessness in Ramona’s eyes. With a deep breath, I reached out and met Imogen in a tight embrace. “How will we find each other? We need a meeting place.”

      She thought a second. “At St. Paul’s. Where this all began.”

      I nodded, still holding her hand. I didn’t want to leave her, to think of the possibility that we might never find each other again.

      Gently, she pulled her hand away from mine. “Go, Katie.”

      I knew the time for hesitation was over. Without another word, I turned and ran down Bedford Square, the distant bell chiming along with the thuds of my footsteps.

      

      I skidded to a halt under the shadows of Covent Garden Market and looked up at the clock face on the church steeple. Eleven o’clock. One more hour and the night would be over. Even if I ran the whole distance, I would never get to Camelot in time. What if I was already too late?

      No. I must not think like that. There must be a way to–

      My thoughts were interrupted by a cacophony of honking and braying. My heart gave a leap. Samson!

      With the help of my penlight, I raced through the market’s dark passageways, out the other side of the pavilion and up to the dilapidated little shed that housed the one-eyed mule. “Oh Samson, I am so glad to see you,” I panted, slinging open the shed door and giving him my hand to smell. He nibbled at my sleeve.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t have any apples today. But if you get me to Bloomsbury, I promise you a treat.”

      He nodded his big, clumsy head, appeased. Trying not to startle him in my frenzy, I snatched the halter off a nail in the wall and slipped it over his nose and stiff ears. I found a rope coiled up on the ground and made makeshift reins out of it. Then, with the help of an upturned feed bucket, I hoisted myself over Samson’s broad back and braced myself for the kick-up.

      He didn’t move a muscle.

      “Samson, ya!” I urged him forward with all my might. Still nothing.

      If only I had inherited Ka-Ti’s horse whispering skills. My mind was racing for a way to get the mule moving when I nearly jumped out of my skin. That crazy rooster had stuck his head up out of the hay. He must’ve thought my flashlight was the morning sun, because he was crowing his head off. But that crow had the effect of a shotgun. Samson bucked his hind legs and took off before I could find my balance.

      I managed to stay on him and steer him to the left, just in time before he ran into the glass windows of a market shop. After a bit of bouncing and swaying side to side, I managed to wrangle him under control. He seemed thrilled to be out of his shed with free run of the streets. I tried him a little faster. He picked up pace like an Ascot race horse, and we were flying over the cobblestones of Long Acre in no time.

      As we passed the Misses Turveys’ Hostel for Girls of Good Character, I couldn’t help imagining the look on Agatha Turvey’s face were she to gaze out the window at that moment and see me riding bareback on a mule through the London streets.

      When we reached the wide thoroughfare of Kingsway, I pulled Samson to a halt. Raucous crowds celebrating the New Year poured out of taverns and mingled in the street. Cab drivers swerved and called out angry threats. It was mayhem.

      My heart dropped. I had not counted on this delay.

      “Turn around, Samson. We’ll have to find another way.”

      But the mule, bewitched by his newfound freedom, had no intention of turning around. Rather, he lowered his head and bolted straight down the middle of the road. There was nothing I could do but get low and hold on for my life as people in fancy dress leapt out of the way while others catcalled and cheered us on.

      I was breathless and shaking by the time we reached the quiet of Bloomsbury Square Gardens, thankfully without a single collision despite Samson’s having only one eye. He slowed to a trot as another bell somewhere nearby struck once – eleven thirty – and I knew I had the mule to thank for getting me to Bloomsbury before midnight.

      “Well done, boy,” I whispered as I slipped off his back and led him under the big chestnut tree in the garden square.

      Samson didn’t waste any time but set straight to chomping frosted chestnuts. “There you go. I promised you a reward, didn’t I?” I said, patting his neck, my hand still shaking.

      A soft murmur of voices caught my attention. I looked for the sound. It seemed to be coming from across the street, in the high hedges surrounding Camelot. I dropped down out of sight and listened, not daring to blink or to breathe.

      There was just enough lamplight to see a turbaned figure appear at the house’s grand gate. The turban turned one way, then the other, as if expecting someone’s arrival.

      Who he was expecting became clear the next second with the sound of elegantly clopping hooves followed by the appearance of Phineas Webb’s four magnificent white horses drawing his carriage.

      My eyes were as wide as a watchful owl’s. Could Phineas be inside the carriage? Might he only now be returning with his knighthood to make his grand exit? Maybe I wasn’t too late after all … but how was I to stop him now?

      The horses came to a halt in front of the gate, the leader stomping his front hoof with a mighty snort. Behind me, Samson raised his head suddenly. Becoming aware of the horses, he let out a screeching bray, like a door swinging on rusty hinges. My hair stood up on end as the horses responded with disgruntled whinnies. Then the turbaned man called out, “Who is there? Show yourself.”

      Terrified beyond thinking, I crawled on my belly through the crunchy, frosted grass and rolled beneath the bench, pulling my skirt hem under just in time before the light of his lantern swept the ground. It paused when it found Samson. I squeezed my eyes tightly shut and held my breath.

      “What is it?” A second voice called; I guessed it was the carriage driver’s.

      “It is only a blind mule.” The turbaned man sounded irritated to have been drawn across the street for such a pathetic spectacle.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      I clasped my hand over my mouth. It was Phineas who spoke.

      “Sir, it is nothing.” The turbaned man’s lantern beam turned and retreated hastily back to the gate. I squirmed to the end of the bench and peered out. I could just see a tall top hat waiting at the gate. The turbaned man dashed over to it, bowed, then opened the door of the carriage.

      So Phineas wasn’t coming. He was going!

      The tall, top-hatted figure climbed into the carriage. The door shut, and the manservant nodded to the driver who in turned cracked a whip at the four white horses.

      He was getting away! I scrambled to my feet, peeling the wet skirt from my legs. I took one look at Samson. I needed to follow Phineas without being apprehended. The mule had proved himself a fast mode of transport, but certainly not a stealthy one.

      The carriage reached the corner, about to turn out of the square, when I had a sudden inspiration.

      My hands half frozen from lying on the ground, I fumbled with Samson’s ropes and secured them to the bench. Then I turned and ran as fast as my wet skirt would allow. The carriage had stopped to let a cab pass. I had nearly caught up with it when the driver once again cracked his whip. I didn’t slow down, but thrust out my hand and grabbed hold of one of the big back wheels, just as I’d seen Dobbs do, at the same time launching myself off the ground. My foot landed firmly on the back step, and I grabbed hold of a lantern hanger over my head as the carriage lurched around the corner.

      I felt a moment’s elation and wished Dobbs had been there to see me. But as the carriage rattled on down dark, deserted streets, a sense of cold dread crept into my bones. I was in deep now. Whatever destiny Phineas was riding towards, when we got there, I would have to face him alone.
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      A fiercely cold wind whipped up as the carriage rattled down Fleet Street, past the Royal Courts and the guarding dragon; past Ye Olde Cheddar Cheese, its misted windows glimmering with lights and silhouettes of folk celebrating the New Year inside. It was déjà vu, making the same journey Imogen and I had made our first night in 1885, only in reverse. I knew even before I saw the dome rising up against the cloud-shrouded sky that this journey would end where it all began: St. Paul’s Cathedral.

      The white horses pranced around the side of the cathedral until the driver called “Whoa!” and pulled them to a stop in an adjacent courtyard. There was not a single streetlamp to be seen; all I could see were shadows moving about the carriage.

      I couldn’t move. My fingers still clung to the lantern hanger, stiff and stinging from the icy wind. My eyes watered, but I forced them to stay open, watching for movement in the darkness.

      The carriage door opened. Phineas was getting out; I could just make out the rim of his top hat against the shadows. His footsteps and cane rapped against the cobblestones. He was walking towards the cathedral.

      Without warning, the carriage began to move off. I wrenched open my aching fingers and leapt, landing crookedly on the cobbles and falling onto my hip. I bit my tongue, but a grunt still managed to escape me.

      The footsteps and cane stopped, then came closer. Softly as I could, I scrambled towards the wall of the cathedral and ducked behind a holly hedge. The prickly leaves stuck through my dress and pricked my skin, but I didn’t move.

      From this angle, I could make out Phineas’s silhouette. It stopped and turned, as if looking for what had made the noise. At last, he cleared his throat and his steps resumed their purposeful patter towards the cathedral.

      He stopped in the graveyard. I was sure he was standing over the very big stone tomb with the sleeping knight carved on it that Imogen and I had hidden behind that first night, when Constable Smart had pursued us. I never would have guessed then that in a few short nights, I’d be the one doing the pursuing through that very graveyard. And I certainly never could have guessed what would happen next.

      I heard a scraping sound of rock against rock. Phineas must have pushed the lid bearing the sleeping knight right off the coffin’s base, because the next thing I saw was a ghostly hand holding a lantern rising up from the tomb. It hovered in front of Phineas Webb, as if floating in mid-air.

      Just when I thought things could get no creepier, Phineas swung one leg over the side of the open coffin, then the other. Next thing I knew, he disappeared. I could hear the scraping noise of the lid being closed again from the inside.

      As soon as the sound stopped, I sprang from my hiding place and pointed my penlight at the stone knight. He looked undisturbed, but as I swept the light over the coffin’s side, I discovered the big slab of stone had not been sealed back properly. The lid sat slightly ajar, leaving a crack big enough for my fingers to slide into.

      It took every ounce of my strength to move that stone, but just when I thought I couldn’t push any harder, it gave. The lid slid away, leaving the tomb gaping open.

      Shaking, I held my penlight over the black opening. My mouth dropped open. It was not a tomb at all, but a trap door! I was looking down a flight of rough stone stairs.

      I sat on the tomb’s edge and threw my legs over. I allowed myself just one deep breath before descending into the earth’s cold, dark belly.

      The stairs dead-ended into a suffocatingly narrow passageway haunted by the sounds of drippy pipes and scurrying rodents. One day, I would thank Charlie for the gift of that penlight. Its faithful little beam was the only thing that kept me going. I fixed my eyes on the spot of light in front of me, thinking only of my next step and refusing to imagine what might be lurking in the darkness all around me.

      One step at a time, I coached myself. I could feel the floor slanting gradually upwards. Every few paces, I paused to listen out for Phineas up ahead, but he was too far ahead of me to hear.

      One riddle at least was solved: I now knew how Phineas had been getting in and out of the cathedral undetected; but I could not imagine how he could have removed an enormous painting like The Wedding Feast through that passage when I could hardly move through it without bumping up against its wet walls.

      The fear that Phineas had turned into some secret side tunnel was beginning to grip me when the passageway ended, opening up into a larger chamber. I must have been within the cathedral walls, but where, I could hardly guess. I paused. Footsteps echoed distantly somewhere above. My eyes rose up and up and up, and it began to dawn on me just how immense a chamber I was in. At a dizzying height, the lantern – along with whoever carried it – was making its way up an open, spiralling ladder.

      I dropped my eyes and shuffled across the floor until my toe nudged the base of the ladder. Clicking off my penlight, I gripped the cold, iron rail and started to climb.

      What felt like an eternity of steps later, I stepped up onto another platform. I was broken out in a cold sweat, every limb shaking uncontrollably. Knowing one false step would send me plummeting into the dark abyss below, I held out my hands and shuffled forward. My hands touched the frame of a doorway. I slid my fingers down until they locked around a doorknob.

      I turned the knob and pushed. It didn’t budge. I leaned into the door with my shoulder and felt a resistance from the other side, as if someone was holding the door closed. I rammed it with the whole side of my body. This time, the door opened and I gasped at the shock of freezing wind and needle-sharp sleet. The wind whipped up my hair and skirt as I tried to step out onto an outer walkway. I turned my face away from the wind and only then realised where I was. I had climbed all the way to the cathedral dome. I was standing just outside its base with only a stone railing between me and the world below.

      Shielding my eyes from the sleet, I edged into the wind and peered through the rails. Down below, London looked like a toy city, its streetlamps just pinpricks of light in a sea of sooty blackness.

      I stepped back, bracing myself against the side of the dome. The thought of meeting Phineas out there chilled me more than the wind. I had to find him before he found me. But which way would he have gone?

      A loud banging sound above sent my heart leaping into my throat. I craned back my head and saw an open door. The wind was flapping it about on its hinges. A narrow staircase wrapped around the outer dome leading up to the door, nearly to the very top. I remembered Imogen telling me about the Golden Gallery… how just looking up at it from the cathedral floor had given me butterflies.

      But apart from the earth below, it was the only place Phineas could have gone from where I stood. I could not turn back now.

      The wind fought with my skirt as I climbed the stairs, but at least it pressed me against the wall as there was nothing much to hold on to. As I scaled the final steps approaching the door, sudden dread gripped my chest. I did not want to walk through that door, but I couldn’t go back either.

      What was I doing here? How I wished to goodness I had a plan… a weapon… just someone there beside me.

      I closed my eyes as another gust of wind swelled up with a loud hum.

      No. It wasn’t humming… It was singing… It was Ramona’s song, clear as anything! But it couldn’t be the wind. It was coming from inside!

      Just like that, all my dread blew away. I rushed inside and found myself in a circular balcony, with only a decorative railing between me and the cathedral floor a world below. There was no one else to be seen, but the song was loud and clear, coming from… There it was! The pocketwatch, lying open on the balcony floor, just a few paces away. The canary’s tiny mouth opening and closing and filling the entire dome with its voice.

      I hurried forward and stooped to pick it up. My hand never reached it. My eyes were drawn up by the most hideous sight: Wix climbing down a diagonal rope like a monstrous spider in its web.

      One end of the rope was tied to a hook in the gallery wall. The other end ran through a pulley at the dome’s apex, beneath which hung a large rectangular object. I didn’t have to guess what it was.

      Wix dropped to the ground, making the balcony quiver beneath my feet. His face was cloaked in shadow, but satisfaction was audible in his rasping voice. “’Ello, girly. Miss me?”

      A blade glinted in the dark as Wix bent down, snatched up the pocketwatch, and clamped it shut in his fist, silencing the canary. I walked backwards, feeling frantically for the rail behind me. Wix’s grotesque figure came nearer; I could lean back no further without falling. He loomed over me, pressing his monstrous face with its evil sneer and sickening breath so close, it made me light-headed.

      “I’ll give ya a choice.” He toyed with the end of his knife as he spoke. “You can cooperate nice-like while I ties your ‘ands ‘n’ feet… or you can take the long dive down.” He leaned further over me to peer over the rail with a wicked chuckle. “Wonder ‘ow long it’d take ya to ‘it the bottom.”

      Trembling, I looked around for an escape. Under Wix’s armpit, I could see the door, now wide open. So close.

      As I watched, the tall, lean figure of Phineas Webb stepped through the doorway, then pushed the door closed behind him. I was ambushed.

      “Now, now, Mr. Wix. There is no need for such indelicacy. I’m certain our young friend quite understands her situation.” He lifted the lantern to his face, and smiled a smile as cold and unfeeling as a stone statue.
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      “Gabriel sent you, did he? I believe that’s what they call a ‘fool’s errand’.” Phineas stepped closer and held out his hand. Wix placed the pocketwatch in his palm. His fingers curled around it. “I never could understand how my brother inspired such loyalty in people.”

      I thought I’d better let him believe he was right. If he thought I’d come on Gabriel’s orders, he might suspect I had backup, or at least that I knew what I was doing. “He knows the painting on his barge was a fake,” I said.

      His eyes were fixed on the hanging object above. “Ingenious, is it not?”

      “You’re not a genius. You’re a thief.”

      His lips curled into that cold smile again as he lowered his eyes to mine. “I, Miss Watson, am a modern-day Leonardo. As you’re here, allow me to show you how this little contraption works. Wix–”

      Wix exhaled his horrible breath into my face, then straightened up and swaggered over to the hook in the wall. Untying the rope, he gripped it in his gnarly hands and began releasing the slack.

      The pulley up above creaked as The Wedding Feast descended until it hung just over the railing in front of Phineas, suspended over the distant chequered floor.

      He lifted his lantern. It illuminated the rich, deep royal reds and glimmering golds of a royal banquet presided over by a kingly figure. “You see, Miss Watson, had a trained eye inspected the painting discovered on my brother’s boat, it would have recognised a slap-dash copy instantly. But I was confident a hard-boiled policeman like Janklow would never recognise the difference.”

      “He’s not a policeman,” I said, unable to hide the anger in my voice. “He’s a detective, and a brilliant one.”

      Phineas raised his eyebrows. “So loyal to the man who dismissed you with no more than a simple word from me? Admirable, Miss Watson. But foolish. Loyalty to oneself is the only loyalty that counts in this world.”

      “Is that what you told Ramona when you locked her up in a tower like one of your caged birds?”

      Phineas’s smile fell. For the first time, his features showed real emotion. “How could you know...” His eyes narrowed. “Who are you really?”

      It was fear written on his features; it made me bold. I knew something he did not. At last I had the upper hand. “I’m not your brother’s spy.”

      The vein beneath Phineas’s eye twitched. He waited for me to say more.

      Standing tall and squaring him off, I asserted proudly, “I am Ramona’s descendant. She has a family. A husband and a child, and generations of people after her. You can’t keep her locked away in your fantasy world.”

      “How did you come here?”

      “The painting you hung up in place of yours. Gabriel didn’t paint it. Ramona did. I bet you never guessed it was a time portal.”

      Phineas’s stone façade melted away. A vicious, wild look lit up his eyes; the cold smile became a snarl. “It matters not. Where I am going, there is no husband, no child. They do not exist,” he spat. “There, Ramona has only me–”

      “She doesn’t belong to you!” I shouted in his face, forgetting my fear, I was so angry. “You can’t undo the life she’s already lived. Can’t you see that? I’m proof of it.”

       Phineas opened his mouth, but quickly closed it again. He studied me like he might study a painting, appraising it for its value. I held my breath, hoping beyond hope my words had struck his heart.

      At last, he asked, “Do you have the gift? Do you also paint… the past?”

      The way he looked at me, hungrily, made me shudder. “No,” I answered.

      His face turned frigid again with disappointment. “Then you are of no use to me. And within a few moments, you will be of no threat. When I am gone, you will cease to exist. Ramona will be mine until her dying day. Her descendants will be my descendants. In a matter of time, no one will ever have heard of Katie Watson, nor shall they. But they will hear of Lord Warwick and his Lady Ramona. Our names shall live on through the ages.”

      The bell struck its first gong. It was midnight.

      Phineas took in a sharp breath. “And now I must bid you adieu. My lady awaits me. Wix, see that this child is silenced when I am gone.”

      With a spasm of twisted laughter, Wix grabbed me by my hair and wrenched me towards the balcony railing.

      “Not yet, Wix,” Phineas sounded impatient. “Wait until I have gone. Then her death need not weigh upon my conscience.”

      “What about him?” I screeched as Wix pushed my head over the railing. “He knows your secret, doesn’t he? What’s to stop him telling?”

      Phineas laughed. “Even a chimpanzee will obey a command if he’s offered a big enough piece of fruit.”

      Wix stopped trying to lift me by my waist and gave a low growl.

      “Besides,” Phineas said after another gong of the bell, “who would believe such a great buffoon? My secret is safe with him.”

      Wix’s grip on my hair loosened. I craned my head around to see him scratching his head, trying to decide whether he had just been complimented or insulted.

      “Now at last.” Phineas’s full attention turned to the painting. He spoke to it dreamily, lovingly. “My final farewell to this modern world.” His hand went to his pocket; he drew out the canary pocketwatch and held it in his palm.

      I took advantage of Wix’s momentary distraction to thrust my elbow into his gut. He hurled over and released my hair. I lunged for the pocketwatch, snatching it out of Phineas’s opened hand before he knew what had happened.

      But before I could turn and bolt for the door, Wix hooked me around the waist and squeezed the air out of my lungs. With his other hand, he grabbed my wrist and crushed it in his fist. I thought it would break, but still I clung on to the watch while tears from the pain blurred my eyes.

      “We’re wasting time, Wix! I want that watch before the last strike of the clock.”

      Wix lifted me off the ground and flung me over the railing. I was dangling in midair. One glance over my shoulder and the world started spinning. I could not see or think or breathe. The only thing keeping me from falling was Wix’s one hand still gripped around my wrist while his other hand prised the watch from my fingers.

      Phineas spoke from above; his voice sounded distant. “At least it will be a quick, painless end. Goodbye, Miss Watson.”

      The bell tolled again. My freed fingers clung desperately to the railing. I squeezed my eyes shut. Any second, I would hear the canary sing. Phineas would disappear, and I would fall.

      But the song did not begin. I heard instead the sound of the door banging open, a shuffling of feet, and someone shouting, “Stand back or I’ll shoot!”

      My eyes flew open. It was Janklow’s voice! I couldn’t believe it. He had come to my rescue! But one move from Wix, and I would be beyond rescuing.

      Wix, still clasping my wrist, turned his ugly face towards the commotion behind him just in time to meet with a flying fist. My hand slipped from his, but it was caught! I looked up and was looking into Gabriel Webb’s face.

      “Hang on,” Gabriel said, hoisting me up with all his might. Dobbs and Imogen appeared at his side, clinging to any part of me they could reach. In a second, I was over the rail and lying in a heap in Imogen’s arms. Gabriel and Dobbs were back on Wix, pinning him face down to the ground.

      Imogen braced my arm as I pushed myself up to my feet. My legs wobbled like jelly beneath me, but I wanted to see the look of defeat on Phineas Webb’s face.

      His expression was stoney again. He looked absolutely calm, even while Janklow’s pistol remained trained on him.

      “You’ll be coming with me, Mr. Webb.”

      “That’s Sir Phineas, if you please,” he sighed. “Inspector, it is clear that, despite my warning, you have been taken in. Let’s be reasonable–”

      “No, Mr. Webb,” Janklow interrupted, and I saw Phineas flinch. “I don’t pretend to understand all that is going on here. But I can tell you this. For once, Reason has failed me. Thankfully, the bravery of these young people led me to the light.” Without moving his gun, he turned his head and smiled at me. “Good work, Miss Watson. It seems I have a lot to learn from you.”

      I couldn’t yet speak, but I smiled back.

      The moment was broken by the sound of shattering glass as Phineas smashed his lantern against the railing. “I am sorry to have to take drastic measures.” To my horror, he held the open flame beneath the canvas of The Wedding Feast. It began to smoke; then, all at once, it burst into flame.

      “Stop! In the name of the law!” Janklow shouted.

      But there was nothing anyone could do. It happened in the blink of an eye. Phineas climbed over the railing and leaned out towards the burning canvas. With one hand he clicked open the pocketwatch. The canary had sung only a few notes when the painting began to move; the king raised a goblet to his lips, unaware that his banquet hall was in flames.

      Dobbs shouted, “Law, it’s alive!”

      Janklow rushed forward.

      At the same time, the canary struck a clear, high note. Time seemed to stop for an instant. Then, Phineas stepped out into thin air and…

      In a billow of smoke and ash, he was gone.

      The painting sagged, as if pulled down by a weight.

      “It’s going to fall!” I shouted, swinging my leg over the railing. “We’ve got to go now.” Imogen followed my lead. We sat on the rail, holding one another around the waist. “Don’t look down,” I said.

      “Don’t do it, Miss Humphreys!” Inspector Janklow called out. “Miss Watson, stay where you are!”

      Dobbs was trying to get up, but stumbled over Wix. Gabriel was tying Wix’s hands in a flurry.

      “We have to!” I called over my shoulder. “Dobbs, Samson is in Bloomsbury Square Gardens. I promised him an apple!”

      “Wot? Miss Katie, wot’cha on about? You don’t mean to–”

      I hated turning my back on them all, but even a moment’s hesitation, and it would be too late.

      “Are you sure about this, Katie?” Imogen said, her voice high and small.

      I couldn’t answer, couldn’t move. But then the painted queen’s eyes met mine. She was wreathed in flame, but she nodded calmly as if to reassure me that all would be okay.

      “I’m sure,” I answered. “Ready?”

      “Yes,” she squeaked.

      “Wait!” Gabriel was limping towards us, his hand stretched out to pull us back.

      “Now!” I shouted.

      We leapt, but we never fell. A mighty gust of wind caught us up and spun us in a vortex of flame and flashing colour. Imogen’s arm stayed clasped around my waist, and I was just aware of another hand holding fast to my foot. We were not alone.
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      My eyes opened to warm, golden sunlight and tall, sweet-smelling grass. If it was a dream, it was a wonderfully comfortable one.

      “AchOO!”

      My heart jumped and I sat up. Imogen sat near me in the tall grass; behind her was a perfect Imogen-shaped imprint where she had just been lying.

      “At least it’s not winter here,” she said through watering eyes as she wiped her nose on her sleeve, adding, “Wherever here is.”

      The memory of our death-defying leap from the dome of St. Paul’s materialised like a forgotten dream into my mind. It had happened only a moment before, yet it felt long ago and distant. I closed my eyes and tried to picture their faces: Janklow… Dobbs… Gabriel.

      “Well, I never thought I’d experience that sensation again,” a man’s voice said.

      Imogen and I both whirled around in disbelief. Kneeling in the grass, knocking the side of his head with his palm, was Gabriel Webb!

      “It was you!” I said, getting up. “You grabbed my foot when we jumped.” The idea of Gabriel hanging off my foot in mid-air made me woozy. “That was a mad thing to do,” I reprimanded him. “What if you’d fallen?”

      He grinned, still rubbing his head. “I might ask the same of you, Miss Watson. Sometimes in life, madness is required of us. But, thank God, here we all are!”

      “But you didn’t have to come–”

      “Oh yes I did.” Gabriel heaved himself up and limped forward to offer a hand to Imogen. “I owed it to you, and I owe it to Ramona. It’s time I stopped hiding and did what’s right. You two girls have shown me that. Besides,” – his tone became flat – “I have unfinished business with my brother.”

      “But what about your barge, and Alph and Billy Bones?” Imogen asked.

      Gabriel was squinting into the sun. “I’m not entirely sure they exist at this moment, Miss Humphreys. Though I’m also not entirely sure I understand how this whole time travel business works. But if Alph and Billy Bones need looking after, I feel certain I can rely on Dobbs and Janklow to keep an eye on them.”

      Dobbs and Janklow. That reminded me of one remaining mystery. “How did you both turn up at St. Paul’s, and how on earth did you persuade Janklow to come?”

      “Simple, really,” Imogen answered. “I told Janklow what had happened. Mrs. Janklow told him if he didn’t march straight down to that police station and see that her boy and that ‘angelic girl’ were brought home safe, she would never cook him another pie in his life.”

      My mouth hung open. I could barely imagine Mrs. Janklow using such strong language.

      “So he came with you? Just like that?”

      “I think he would’ve come, even without Mrs. Janklow’s threats. We went straight to Smart, and Janklow insisted on speaking to both Dobbs and Gabriel.”

      I looked at Gabriel, who picked up the story.

      “He was sick with worry about you,” he said. “I never would have thought a man like Janklow could let his heart get the better of his resolve, but he was ready to listen to what I had to say if it would help him save you.”

      “What did you say to him?” I asked, touched that the Inspector cared so much.

      “I risked the truth. I told him about the magic paintings… told him what I believed Phineas to be up to. As evidence, I told him the painting on my barge was a fake. He called his man Mortimer for a second opinion. The little man actually laughed when he looked at it. He said a child might have recognised the difference.”

      “And then Janklow believed you?”

      “And then he believed you, Miss Watson. He had enough evidence to know that you were, as he always knew deep down, trustworthy.”

      I bit my lip and looked away, embarrassed to show the tears forcing their way into my eyes.

      “Anyway,” Imogen continued with a sigh, “Janklow busted Dobbs and Gabriel out, then went straight to look for you at Camelot. When we got there, the manservant said Sir Phineas had gone out, but he wouldn’t say where. Just as we were about to get into the carriage, Willie the Slink turned up on a mule. He said you rode up on its back, dismounted in the garden, and hitched the it to a bench before taking off on the back of Phineas’s carriage. It was an insane story which, of course, I had no trouble believing. Anyway, Willie rode the mule after you as far as Fleet Street, then turned back.”

      “That was enough to tell us that Phineas, and you, were headed for St. Paul’s,” Gabriel explained. “We only hoped we would arrive in time.”

      “You weren’t a minute too soon,” I said with a laugh, though my stomach twisted to think just how close they had come to finding me broken on the cathedral floor.

      A horn sounded in the distance, turning our heads towards the west, where the sun had dipped beneath the trees. We shaded our eyes against its last rays to look for signs of what, or who had made the noise.

      “Oh, look!” Imogen pointed to something in the distance. “There’s a castle, just rising out of those woods!”

      I had just spotted the towers and banners of the castle silhouetted against the western sky when a host of armoured riders spilled out of the woods and down the hillside. Long swords at their sides glinted in the setting sunlight. My heart climbed into my throat as I realised they were riding straight in our direction. They would be on us in minutes, and there was nowhere to hide.

      Gabriel stepped in front of us as the leader of the host approached and called for his companions to halt. He held a blue and yellow chequered banner in one fist. With the other hand, he threw up the visor of his helmet.

      “Who goes there?” He demanded.

      “We are travellers, sir,” Gabriel answered. “Where exactly do we go, if you please?”

      “You have entered the realm of his lordship, the Earl of Warwick, and his lady, soon to be Countess, Ramona.”

      I looked at Imogen and saw on her face exactly what I felt – relief wrestling with dread. We had done it. We had found Ramona at last! But never before had we been so far from home nor in such a predicament. I felt a rush of gratitude to Gabriel for coming with us.

      “If you seek lodgings for the night in the castle keep, might I urge you to hasten forthwith,” the horseman said a little impatiently. “The portcullis gate will close at sunset.”

      Gabriel bowed. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Ride on!” the man ordered his party.

      Instantly, the ground quivered as the horses bucked up and sped away, leaving no more than a cloud of dust behind. As the riders became smaller in the distance and the sound of hooves died away, Imogen and I turned to each other, both letting out a breath of relief in unison.

      “Welcome to the age of chivalry,” she said, making jazz hands.

      I shook my head, but I was glad she had hung on to her sense of humour after all we’d been through. She would never know just how much I needed it.

      “Not long before sunset.” Gabriel shielded his eyes and squinted towards the castle.

      “I’m ready if you are,” I said. Gabriel nodded. Imogen linked her arm through mine, and together we started off towards the setting sun. Towards Ramona.

      Whatever dangers awaited, I could be confident of one thing: when I met them, I would not be alone.
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        Truncheon – a wooden club carried by policemen

        ‘Bricky’ – slang word meaning plucky, brave or fearless

        Workhouse – a poorhouse in which paupers and orphans were given work for lodgings

        Hostel for Girls of Good Character – a charitable lodging for poor or destitute young women

        Omnibus – the Victorian version of a public, horse-drawn ‘bus’

        Arcade – an arched, covered passageway with shops on either side (e.g. Covent Garden Market)

        Skilamalimk – someone who is secretive, shady or sneaky

        Hansom Cab – a small horse-drawn, two-wheeled carriage popular for transport in London

        Penny Dreadful – one-penny magazines published weekly; featured sensational, often frightful adventures

        Ha’penny – pronounced ‘hay-penny’; an abbreviation of ‘half penny’

        Shilling –  a silver coin worth 12 pence in British currency

        Crown – a silver coin worth 5 shillings

        Constable – starting rank for an officer of the London Metropolitan Police Force, est. 1829

        Bobbies/Coppers – slang words for policemen

        ‘Got the morbs’ – slang to describe someone who is gloomy or melancholy

        ‘Slip through his daddles’ – criminal slang meaning to escape capture, or ‘slip through his fingers’

        ‘Back slang it’ – criminal slang for ‘go out the back way’

        ‘Spreadin’ butter on bacon’ – slang for ‘overdoing it’

        Monocle – a single eye glass used to closely examine something

        Mop-cap – a gathered, cloth bonnet worn by women at home and house maids

        River Barge/ Canal Boat – a long, narrow, flat-bottomed boat designed to navigate canals. Also referred to as a ‘narrowboat’
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      Mez Blume is the British-American author of the celebrated first three books in the Katie Watson Mysteries in Time series. With two more ‘Katie books’ due to release, she has, like Katie, become a frequent ‘time traveller’, often venturing into history in search of ideas for her next story. Discover more about Mez’s story adventures, find out about new book releases, and get access to bonus features when you sign up for Mez’s newsletter at MezBlume.com.
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