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            The Riddle

         

         
            
               Welcome to the Puzzle Cube.

               The place to settle scores.

               Carvings have been stolen,

               from each of my four drawers.

               The pieces match a building,

               that’s my only clue.

               Return them to the drawer,

               I’ll have another rhyme for you.

            

         

         ‘It’s a riddle!’ Sophie exclaimed, as she finished reading the text that was etched onto the lid of the mysterious wooden box.

         ‘Open the top drawer,’ Tom urged, shivering with excitement. ‘See if there’s anything inside.’

         Gently, Sophie eased the drawer from the box and examined the contents. Along a trough at the edge of the drawer were several wooden pieces, carved into the shape of noughts and crosses. She picked up a cross and ran her fingers around its smooth edges. The exterior of the box looked old and battered but the carvings were pristine, as though they have never been used.

         ‘Wow!’ Sophie whispered under her breath. ‘This is amazing. How long has this box been hidden in our shed?’

         Tom wasn’t listening. He was busy placing the pieces into the centre of the drawer, where nine grooves had been sculpted to fit each piece.

         ‘Three carvings are missing,’ Tom remarked, looking at the empty grooves in the drawer. ‘Two noughts and one cross.’

         ‘But where do we start looking?’ Sophie wondered.

         Before Tom had the chance to reply, a white light appeared around the edges of the shed door. Its piercing beam shone through the dark night and made the door edges glow. Tom took two steps backwards and tried to hide behind his sister.

         ‘What is that?’ he cried, pulling Sophie away from the glare.

         ‘It must be Mum or Dad,’ Sophie said and braced herself for another telling off. Now I’m in for it, she thought. How do I explain being in the shed at midnight?

         But the door didn’t open and no one called out. The light grew stronger until the inside of the shed was as bright as day.

         ‘It’s not Mum or Dad,’ Tom whimpered, his stomach flip-flopping with fear. ‘And it’s getting closer. What is it?’ 

         Sophie tried to peek through the small, dirty window but the light was so dazzling, she couldn’t see the garden, or their cottage. Who could be out there at this time of night?

         ‘There’s only one way to find out who it is,’ she declared, tightening the knot around her long ponytail, and walking bravely towards the door.

         She was abruptly stopped by Tom, who grabbed her shirt and dragged her backwards.

         ‘What are you doing?’ she hissed. ‘You nearly choked me!’

         ‘You can’t open the door,’ Tom spluttered. ‘We don’t know what’s out there.’

         ‘We can’t stay in the shed all night, either.’ Sophie said, shielding her eyes from the blinding glare. ‘We have to see where the light is coming from.’

         ‘No, we don’t,’ Tom said, stubbornly.

         Sophie bit her lip. She knew she shouldn’t have told Tom about the box.

         ‘You didn’t have to come down to the shed tonight,’ she snapped, losing patience with her younger brother. ‘I said you’d be too scared. I found this wooden box and I can solve the puzzle by myself, so don’t try and stop me. For all we know, the light could be a clue. I’m going to investigate.’

         ‘I’m not going out there,’ Tom declared.

         ‘Then you’ll be left alone in the shed,’ said Sophie, knowing the effect her words would have.

         Tom shook his head and clenched his fists in frustration. Ever since Sophie turned thirteen, she thought she knew everything. And once again, she was about to bully him into something he didn’t want to do. His hands shook as he gripped the belt hook on his sister’s jeans and he blindly followed her through the shed door, towards the light.
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            Through the Portal

         

         When the door opened, the light was so bright that Sophie couldn’t see anything. She had to trust that the garden would be where it had always been and she stepped out, expecting her feet to sink into the grass. With her arms stretched in front of her, she stumbled forwards towards the light. Then, to her amazement, she walked through it. Gradually, the light became fainter and her surroundings swirled into view.

         ‘What on earth?’ she muttered, blinking furiously.

         As soon as Tom’s eyes adjusted to the daylight, he spun around frantically. Desperately searching for something he recognised.

         ‘What have you done?’ he yelled at Sophie. ‘Where are we?’

         Sophie had no idea. She gazed around in bewilderment. The garden and the shed were nowhere to be seen. They had been replaced by a bustling, noisy city. She and Tom found themselves at the top of a wide set of stone steps, overlooking a busy street. Behind them was a grand old building, with enormous columns at its entrance. Sophie was completely baffled. Where was their cottage?

         There were people everywhere, scurrying around the street below. It all looked vaguely familiar and yet very strange.

         ‘Sophie! Take me home, now!’ Tom exploded.

         Sophie tried to ignore him. She was too engrossed in the scene before her. Why does it look so weird? she thought. Something is out of place.

         ‘Answer me!’ Tom yelled, shattering her daydream. ‘What just happened? Where are we?’

         ‘Look at the people,’ Sophie murmured, her mind spinning with unanswered questions.

         ‘Look at the people?’ Tom repeated, incredulously. ‘I’m not interested in the people! Look at the buildings. Look at the cars. None of it belongs in our garden!’

         ‘Exactly!’ said Sophie, her eyes fixed on the view. ‘Look at the buildings and the cars. They look a hundred years old.’

         ‘What do you mean?’ Tom began and then stopped. He watched a young girl selling flowers from a basket over her arm and realised how scruffy her old-fashioned clothes were. The women buying the flowers was wearing gloves and a hat, even though it was a warm summers day. In fact, everyone seemed to be wearing a hat.

         ‘Why are they dressed like that?’ he asked.

         Sophie couldn’t answer him. She loved an adventure but even she felt out of her depth. Where were they? And even more bizarrely, when were they? Nothing that Sophie could see made her feel as though she was in the present day. Everything looked dated and from another era.

         ‘I think we’re in a different place AND time,’ she said hesitatingly, knowing how stupid that made her sound.

         Tom refused to listen. ‘Stop talking rubbish and tell me how we’re going to get home. You got us into this.’

         ‘You didn’t have to come!’ she yelled. ‘I don’t know where we are but look around you, everyone is dressed as though it was a hundred years ago.’

         Tom couldn’t deny that Sophie was speaking the truth. The old-fashioned cars, the strange clothes, the double-decker buses with stairs on the outside. It all looked so peculiar.

         ‘Maybe we’re on a film set?’ he said.

         ‘Now who’s talking rubbish?’

         ‘What do you suggest then?’

         ‘I suggest you shut up for five seconds while I think,’ Sophie shouted, regretting that she had ever let Tom come with her. His timid behaviour drove her mad. It was hard to believe he was only two years younger than her.

         ‘You need to think fast and tell me how we’re going to get home.’

         Grabbing Tom by the shoulders, Sophie positioned her face a few inches from the end of his nose.

         ‘I don’t know how we’re going to get home,’ she said, pausing between each word for emphasis. ‘But I suggest we find out where we are and search for the pieces from the Puzzle Cube.’

         Tom looked at her as though she were mad.

         ‘The Puzzle Cube?’ he almost choked on the words. ‘I couldn’t care less about the Puzzle Cube. I want to go home.’

         ‘But finding the missing pieces could be the way to get home,’ Sophie yelled, completely exasperated.

         Tom’s wide eyes stared at her. ‘How are we going to do that? We don’t even know where we are.’

         ‘Then we need to explore and figure out where we are,’ she said, grasping for a plan. ‘That may give us a clue of where to start looking for the carvings.

         ‘You’re insane,’ Tom replied. ‘There’s no chance of finding three tiny carvings in the middle of this city!’

         ‘Do you have a better idea?’

         Tom stepped away from her and tried to calm down. He didn’t have a better idea but he wasn’t going to admit it. Sophie is always doing crazy things, he thought, but she’s gone too far this time.

         ‘Let’s go down to the square and have a look around,’ she suggested, sensing Tom’s indecision.

         They descended the stone steps, feeling very conspicuous in their modern clothes. As they reached the bottom, Tom turned to look at the building behind them and immediately recognised it.

         ‘It’s St Paul’s Cathedral!’

         ‘Then we’re in London,’ said Sophie in disbelief. ‘This is amazing.’

         Tom shook his head.

         ‘It’s not amazing. It’s crazy. And just because we know where we are, it doesn’t help us get home.’ He didn’t want this discovery to distract Sophie from finding a way back to their shed.

         ‘We need to find out what year it is,’ said Sophie, almost tripping over her words with excitement. ‘Look, there’s a boy selling newspapers. There’ll be a date on the paper.’

         ‘Wait, Sophie,’ Tom interrupted. ‘We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.’

         But Sophie didn’t wait. She darted across the square to where the newspaper stall stood. Tom followed, muttering under his breath. He could see there was a young boy in front of the stall, with a huge sheaf of papers over one arm. The other arm was held aloft, waving a newspaper, as he announced the headline of the day.

         ‘Daughter born to Duchess of York!’ proclaimed the boy. ‘A baby Princess!’

         Sophie arrived at the stall and attempted to read the date on the paper that was balancing over the boy’s arm but the print was too small. 

         ‘Could I see the date on your newspaper?’ Sophie politely asked and without waiting for a response she pulled the paper towards her face.

         ‘Oi!’ yelled the boy. ‘You need to pay for that!’

         ‘Oh, I don’t want to buy it,’ Sophie explained, ‘I just want to find out what today’s…’

         ‘Thief!’ cried the boy at the top of his voice. ‘Thief!’

         Sophie dropped the newspaper in horror. She stepped back and held out her empty hands. The crowd around the stall fell silent and everyone stared.

         ‘No, no!’ she stuttered. ‘I’m not trying to steal it.’

         ‘Then hand over your money,’ demanded the boy.

         ‘But I don’t have any money,’ Sophie said quietly.

         ‘See?’ The boy addressed the growing crowd. ‘She was trying to steal my newspapers. Call the police!’

         From the faces in the crowd, Sophie could tell that they believed the newspaper boy. She could also see Tom shaking his head as he backed away towards the cathedral. Sophie copied him and tried to reassure the boy that she had no intention of taking a paper without paying for it.

         ‘Grab her!’ cried the boy, as he watched Sophie inch backwards. ‘Grab her, before she gets away.’

         ‘Run!’ yelled Tom, turning towards St Paul’s and praying his sister would follow him. ‘Run, Sophie!’
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