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            CHAPTER 1

            All Aboard

         

         Libby couldn’t believe her luck. The train was half empty and she’d managed to bag a whole table to herself. She shoved her case into the space behind her seat. Her mum waved frantically at the window. Checking no one was watching, Libby kneeled on her seat, opened the window and shouted, ‘Are you really sure I can’t come to Ecuador with you?’

         ‘I’ve told you, Libby, it’s too difficult this time. You’ll be fine with Aunt Agatha.’

         Her mum looked loaded down with her huge rucksack and was wearing her sunglasses despite the dull weather.

         ‘But you’ve always taken me before.’ Libby thought about all the different places they’d travelled together. They’d sailed down rivers in rickety old boats, flown in seaplanes, sled across frozen lands.

         ‘I know and if I could take you with me, I would. I’ll miss you, Libby … but you’ll be having far too much fun in Paris to miss me.’ Her mum smiled just a little too brightly.

         Libby sighed. If only her dad was still here, maybe she wouldn’t have to go away. Although she was actually looking forward to Paris, it was one of her absolute favourite places – but she knew it wouldn’t be the same without Mum.

         When her mum had first suggested the school, Libby was horrified. She’d never been to school before; they’d never stayed in one place long enough. But at the same time, she had always wondered what it would be like to go, and she was fascinated by the idea of the school her aunt ran. She really hoped it wasn’t like she imagined it, though – children all lined up in rows wearing stiff uniforms. That would be awful!

         Aunt Agatha was no ordinary head teacher. She ran Mousedale’s Travelling School. Each term they moved to a different place: one term they might be sleeping in a treehouse on a remote island; another in an apartment in New York overlooking Central Park! She was joining the school for a term in Paris.

         ‘Mum, did you pack my camera?’

         Libby’s mum took pictures for travel magazines and Libby had inherited her talent and love for photography.

         ‘It’s in your rucksack with Bonnie.’

         Libby felt her neck redden. ‘Mum!’ As much as she loved her tatty bunny, Bonnie, she didn’t want the whole world knowing she still took her everywhere.

         Mum laughed. ‘Call me if you have any problems.’

         Libby nodded. Her mum had given her an old mobile. All she could do on it was call and text, but Libby had never had a phone before, so it was still a treat.
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         Her mum looked at her watch. ‘I really need to go if I’m going to catch my flight.’

         She was smiling but Libby could tell she was reluctant to leave her. Her mum always twisted her hair when she was stressed.

         ‘Have a fabulous time, Libby. And try not to get in any trouble. Remember, not everything is a mystery waiting for you to solve it.’

         Her mum wiped away a tear. Libby would normally be embarrassed, but her own stomach felt twisty − this was the first time in her life they’d be apart for longer than a single night. Butterflies danced inside her the more she thought about it, but she didn’t want to upset her mum.

         ‘I promise,’ she said.

         But, if a mystery just happened to find her, well, she couldn’t help that…

         Her mum rushed off, with a last worried look over her shoulder. Libby sat back and took a deep breath. She was alone. It was really happening.

         A woman entered her carriage. Libby was glad of the distraction. The lady was clinging to a battered red suitcase. A guard came down the aisle, saw her struggling with her case and tried to help her. There were raised voices. Libby couldn’t quite make out what was being said, but it was clear the lady didn’t want to let go of it. The guard gave up, turned swiftly on his heel and headed to Libby.

         He leaned over and smiled. ‘Ticket?’

         Libby handed it to him. The railway company’s special hologram sparkled in the sunlight. Her mum had bought her a special ticket so the guards would look out for her. The guard said, in a French accent, ‘Let me know if you need anything, during the journey or when we arrive.’

         Libby didn’t want to be treated like a baby. ‘My aunt is meeting me at the station in Paris.’

         ‘Well, that is good.’ He smiled and off he went to the next carriage.

         The woman with the red case had found a seat now. She kept looking behind her, as if she was expecting someone else. She fiddled with the buttons on her cardigan and Libby couldn’t help noticing a large green ring on her finger.

         Libby looked out of the window, hoping for one last glimpse of her mum, even though she knew she was long gone. A tall lady came hurtling down the platform, her black-and-white coat flying behind her like a cape. She was waving, trying to get the attention of the guard, who was about to blow his whistle. Just as the doors were closing, she leaped on to the train, holding on to her blue hat.

         Libby felt the pull of the train and the screech of the brakes releasing. They were off.

         Before long, they were whizzing along at an amazing speed. Libby snuggled into her thick fleece and got comfy. The tall lady who had just managed to get on the train in time peered into the carriage. Libby wondered if she was looking for an empty seat. She must have changed her mind, because she disappeared in the other direction. Libby glimpsed a bright peacock feather swish at the back of her hat as she turned.

         Libby checked her watch. It was still ages till they arrived in Paris. With no one to stop her, she could start on her lunch, even if it wasn’t strictly lunchtime. She moved her watch forward an hour ready for her arrival in Paris − now she could eat! Her lunch box was crammed with slices of cheese and breadsticks and nestling at the bottom was a slab of chocolate cake. She scooped up a big blob of hummus, then the train rocked, making her drop a splodge on her dungarees. She wiped at it – she didn’t want to meet everyone at the school looking a mess.
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         Wiping the last crumb of cake off her lips, she looked around again. The lady was still holding her suitcase tightly and she seemed very stressed. Maybe she got travel sick − or maybe she had a secret to hide. The lady glanced up and spotted Libby. Embarrassed to be caught staring, Libby quickly turned to look at a man at the table opposite. He was reading a newspaper. She could just make out an article about a missing ring before he turned the page.

         Libby remembered her mum’s warning about poking her nose into things. So she rummaged around in her rucksack and found her new Isobel Investigates book. Libby had been so busy packing what she really needed – her entire collection of animal-rubber-topped pencils; puzzle books; a secret stash of jellybeans − that she hadn’t had the chance to read it yet. Isobel was her favourite sleuth, who managed to solve even the most tricky of cases.

         Libby had just got to a part where Isobel found a coded letter when a shadow fell across her page. She looked up. The window had gone dark. They were finally entering the Channel Tunnel. She was on the way to Paris all by herself.
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            CHAPTER 2

            Trouble in Paris

         

         ‘Ladies and gentlemen. Mesdames et messieurs. We will shortly be arriving in Paris,’ said the announcement.

         Libby had been so engrossed in her book, she hadn’t noticed the train pulling into the Gare du Nord. She was absolutely starving and her tummy rumbled. Her mum would say that would teach her for having her lunch so early.
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         Everyone in the carriage started to head to the doors and the aisles were quickly jammed with people. A small girl with pigtails was nearly squashed by the large bag of the man behind her. Libby decided she’d wait.

         She looked out at the crowded platform and a fizz of excitement bubbled inside her. She couldn’t believe she was finally in Paris. What an adventure I’m going to have, she thought.

         When she finally walked down the aisle, she noticed that the lady with the suitcase was fast asleep. Now Libby was closer, she could see the green ring clearly. It looked like a very large emerald but it was so big it couldn’t possibly be real.

         Libby felt bad − what if this woman ended up going all the way back to London? She looked round. Surely someone would wake her? But everyone else was in too much of a hurry to notice.

         She leaned over and tapped her gently on the shoulder. ‘Sorry to disturb you. We’ve just arrived in Paris,’ Libby whispered, not wishing to startle her.

         The lady jumped awake and hugged her case to her chest. She smiled at Libby and then stared closely at her, as if she recognised her. ‘Thank you. I can’t believe I fell asleep!’

         Libby smiled then made her way down the carriage to the exit.

         She got off the train, set down her bag and looked around. She could see guards on the platform, helping people with their luggage, but there was no sign of her Aunt Agatha. It was strange. She was never late.

         She spotted the tall lady with the black-and-white coat. Unlike everyone else, she seemed in no rush to leave the station. Looking closely, Libby could see she was searching up and down, as if waiting for someone else to get off the train. But nobody joined her. Libby steered her suitcase through the bustling crowds to the grand exit, trying not to bang into people. Maybe her Aunt Agatha was waiting outside. She looked up at the curved glass roof, but there was no sun shining through. It looked like a really miserable day.
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         As she reached the entrance, her heart sank. The rain was absolutely hammering down, creating huge puddles on the pavement. And there was no sign of her aunt. She was sure her mum had said Aunt Agatha was meeting her at the station. But she hadn’t really been listening – she’d been too busy packing her bags. What if she’d got it completely wrong? Paris didn’t feel like an adventure anymore. Tears pricked at her eyes.

         ‘Are you okay? You look a bit lost,’ came a voice from behind her.

         Libby turned around and saw the lady who’d been asleep. She was still carrying her red suitcase, but Libby noticed she was no longer wearing her ring. She hoped she hadn’t lost it.

         ‘I’m fine, thank you.’ She tried not to make eye contact. She didn’t want anyone to see her tears. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold them in.

         ‘Is there someone you can call?’ The woman stepped towards Libby and smiled. ‘Or maybe I can help? It’s the least I can do after you woke me up.’

         Libby knew her mum wouldn’t want her to talk to a stranger. Why did the lady keep asking her questions? She wished her aunt would hurry up! Where could she be?

         ‘I’m waiting for my Aunt Agatha,’ said Libby, trying to sound confident. ‘She’s picking me up. I’m starting at her school on Monday.’

         ‘Agatha? Your aunt doesn’t happen to be Agatha Mousedale?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Libby, surprised.

         ‘I’m Louisa Browne. I work at your aunt’s school!’ She had a lovely smile. ‘Your aunt told me you might be on the train. I’m surprised she’s not here.’

         ‘So she definitely knew I was coming today?’

         Libby had no idea what to do. Maybe she could phone Mum. She checked her watch and sighed. Her mum would be on the plane by now.

         Come on, Libby, think, she told herself. Scrolling through her mum’s contacts list on her phone, she spotted her aunt’s name and smiled.

         ‘It’s fine, I’ll call her,’ she said.

         Libby felt anything but fine. Her palms were sweaty and she nearly dropped her phone when it started to beep. ‘Oh, it’s making a weird noise!’ Today was turning out to be a disaster!

         ‘Probably means you don’t have a signal. I’ll ring her and find out where she is.’ Miss Browne searched through her handbag and took out her own phone.

         A piece of paper fell out of her bag at the same time, but she didn’t notice. Libby reached down to pick it up. It looked as if it had been torn out of a newspaper.

         ‘Miss Browne, you’ve dropped this,’ she said. But the teacher was too busy talking to hear.

         Libby sighed. Was she going to have to get across Paris by herself? She got out her map of the métro and popped Miss Browne’s piece of paper into her pocket so she didn’t lose it. Staring at the map didn’t help. It was so confusing, with so many different lines and stops. She even tried turning it upside down to see if that helped.

         ‘I have your aunt for you.’ Miss Browne smiled.

         ‘Aunt Agatha?’ said Libby. She almost cried in relief to hear her voice. ‘Are you nearly here?’

         ‘I’m so sorry, Libby. The road is blocked and I couldn’t get a taxi.’

         After a frantic apology from her aunt, it was agreed that Libby would go with Miss Browne to the school. Libby sighed − it wasn’t the best start to her adventure!

         They headed to the taxi rank. A long queue of people were trying to shelter from the rain. Libby glimpsed a swish of black-and-white pass them. It looked like the other lady from the train, although she couldn’t be sure as she was hidden under a large umbrella.

         Libby pulled up her hood, but the rain was so fierce, drops landed on her nose. She put her hands in her pocket and found the piece of newspaper Miss Browne had dropped.

         ‘I think this is yours.’ She held it out to Miss Browne.

         ‘What? How did you get hold of that?’ Miss Browne snatched it. She looked panicked.

         Libby stepped back. ‘You dropped it … er … back in the station,’ she stuttered.

         ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap. It’s my own fault. I should be more careful. It’s very sentimental to me.’ Miss Browne hastily smiled and put her arm round Libby. ‘When we get to school, how about you and me share this box of macarons?’

         ‘Ooh, macarons, my favourite.’ Libby had tried macarons last time she was in Paris. The patisseries were full of these rainbow-coloured sweet treats and she grinned as she remembered the crunch as she bit into them and how they melted on her tongue.

         But she wondered what was on that piece of paper? Strange that Miss Browne was so agitated when she handed it back. She wished she’d had a sneak peek when she’d had the chance.

         ‘Cette adresse, s’il vous plaît,’ said Miss Browne, handing a piece of paper to the driver when it was their turn, and the taxi sped them away. Libby stared out of the window. The school was somewhere near the Eiffel Tower. She had only been eight when she was last in Paris, but she still remembered how magical the tower was, especially at night when its lights burst out of the darkness, scattering rays of colour across the city.

         The city was very busy and the taxi lurched in and out of the traffic, stopping abruptly then speeding off again. They crossed the river to the Left Bank. Libby tried to visualise the map of Paris in her head. Her mum had helped her learn it before she came. Their driver kept beeping his horn and raising his fist at the cars in front. She realised that she was so lost in her own thoughts, she hadn’t said a word to Miss Browne.

         ‘Have you been to Paris before?’ she asked.

         ‘No, I don’t know anyone in Paris … well, except for your aunt. Oh, and now you, of course. This is my first term at the school.’

         ‘It’s my first term too,’ said Libby. ‘I think we’re going to New York next.’

         Miss Browne’s eyes lit up. ‘Yes, I’m really looking forward to that.’

         ‘Me too,’ said Libby. ‘I’m going to go to one of those diners where the waiters are on roller skates and eat a huge, ice-cream sundae, just like in the films.’

         Miss Browne smiled. ‘That sounds like an excellent plan.’

         The taxi swerved sharply round the corner, throwing Libby and Miss Browne forward. Miss Browne gasped and clutched her suitcase. ‘Faites attention!’ she shouted at the driver. He shrugged and muttered something under his breath.

         ‘You must have something special in there,’ said Libby, surprised at Miss Browne’s reaction. ‘I’m the same with my rucksack; it’s stuffed with all my favourite things.’

         Miss Browne frowned.

         The taxi veered off down a busy street. Despite the rain, there were lots of people sitting outside restaurants, huddled under heaters. Suddenly the taxi slammed to a halt, throwing them forward.

         ‘Looks like we’re here,’ Miss Browne said. ‘Let’s get inside, it’s freezing.’

         Libby took a deep breath and looked out at the tall building in front of them. Although it was getting dark, she could make out vines climbing up the walls and she could see balconies on the top floors. Looking around, she thought she could spot the Eiffel Tower twinkling in the distance, but the sky was so thick with clouds she couldn’t be sure.

         ‘Libby!’ shouted a voice. Libby turned. At the top of the steps stood her aunt, her hair tied up in a loose bun with pens sticking out at odd angles, her bright yellow dress a warm contrast to the gloomy day.

         ‘Aunt Agatha!’ yelled Libby. Rushing up the steps, she threw herself into her aunt’s arms and squeezed her tightly.

         ‘I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to meet you, Libby,’ said her aunt. ‘How’s your mum? What was the journey like? Tell me everything!’

         Over her aunt’s shoulder, Libby couldn’t help but notice how Miss Browne was staring into the distance. It seemed as if she was looking for someone. How strange, thought Libby. She said she didn’t know anyone here.
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