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Chapter 1 – A Diamond as Big as My Shoe
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“Why have we been called to Nursery Rhyme Land?” Liesel asked. She looked at the castle a short walk away. To their sides were roads that led to little villages filled with cottages and shops. Mountains rose in the distance, framing rolling green fields.

“I’m not sure yet,” Pickalee said. “But I think we’re about to find out.” The pixie detective pointed ahead to where a carriage was being pulled by four horses. Each animal was decorated with fancy headpieces and gold coats. A soldier sitting next to the driver blew a fanfare on his horn. 

“Is it the King of Nursery Rhyme Land?” Jonathan asked, gaping open-mouthed at the approaching carriage.

“It could be Old King Cole,” Pickalee said. “But it could be The Queen as well. We will have to wait and see.”

“We used to love nursery rhymes as a kid,” Liesel said. “This is going to be fun!”

“I hope so,” Jonathan muttered. “There’s lots of nasty things that happen in nursery rhymes.”

“If anything, I hope it provides a terrific mystery for us to solve,” Pickalee said brightly.

The carriage stopped just ahead of them, the door facing the three detectives. It opened with another—much louder—fanfare, before it stopped abruptly, leaving an echoing silence. Two well-dressed servants emerged and stood on either side of the door. They held a hand up, which was taken by two bejewelled hands. The Queen emerged, helped by her two servants. She gazed at the three detectives, her breathing rapid and shallow. She wore an elegant sky-blue dress, a glittering diamond necklace and a small tiara, which seemed to be woven into place by her hair. Her face was scrunched into a disapproving look.

“Is this the pixie detective one requested?” The Queen asked, using a most royal tone. 

“Yes, Your Majesty,” one of the servants responded quietly. 

“Who are these two children?” The Queen asked, peering curiously at Liesel and Jonathan, who stood on either side of Pickalee. 

One of the servants came up and whispered to Pickalee, “You will need to announce yourself and these two kids.” 

Pickalee nodded. “Your Majesty,” she began, “I am Pickalee the pixie detective, and these two intelligent children are my irreplaceable detective helpers, Liesel and Jonathan.” Pickalee bowed deeply; Liesel and Jonathan copied her.

“One is charmed to meet you,” The Queen responded. “One was just frightened by a mouse under the chair and is quite taken aback, so I hope one will be forgiven.” 

“Is that how we may help, Your Majesty?” Jonathan asked, interrupting The Queen. “Would you like us to help you remove the mouse?”

“Children should not speak unless they have been asked a question!” The Queen declared, glaring at Jonathan. “It is rude and disrespectful to speak out of turn!” The two servants stood at attention, ready to step in if necessary.

Liesel nudged her brother in the ribs. “Great work,” she whispered sarcastically. The children bowed in apology.

“Has the mouse plague been dealt with?” The Queen asked, turning to the servants. The detectives stood patiently, waiting for The Queen to speak to them.

“Yes, ma’am,” the servant to her left responded. “We’ve brought in the Royal Cat to remove the mouse.”

The Queen clapped twice. “Excellent!” she exclaimed. Turning to Pickalee, she spoke again, her voice flat, more serious. “One thanks you for coming, Pickalee. Things in Nursery Rhyme Land are not as wonderful as they should be.”

Pickalee nodded. “It’s our pleasure to help any way we can,” Pickalee said. 

“There have been many thefts and mischiefs made, and it is ruining the harmony in the kingdom.” The Queen looked around her. “One does find it nice to be outside the castle walls, enjoying fresh air and sunshine.”

Jonathan was about to interrupt, asking about the thefts, but stopped himself just in time.

“This morning, one gave the maid a diamond for her help gathering roses, among other things. The diamond is now missing; likely stolen when one considers its value. One asks if you might help find it?” The Queen looked questioningly at the detectives, her jaw clenched, nose tilted up.

“We’d be honoured to help,” Pickalee said, bowing again. “May we ask the maid some questions?”

“But of course,” The Queen said. “Follow the carriage, if you please.” The servants helped The Queen back into the carriage and followed her in. With another fancy fanfare, the driver shook the horses into action, and they began trotting towards the castle at a walking pace.

“Why do we have to walk behind her?” Jonathan complained. “It hasn’t been long since we left Castleland rescuing you, and I’d love to ride in the royal carriage.”

“Queens like to have space and privacy,” Pickalee said.

“Plus, I think she hates children,” Liesel added.

“I’m sure she doesn’t,” Pickalee said. “Come on, let’s go before we fall behind.” The pixie detective led the way, following the carriage which had a large golden crown painted on the back with sparkling dots that glittered in the sunlight. As the horses and carriage approached the castle, its large doors opened like a giant mouth. Liesel looked up at the huge arch high above her as she went through, imagining the gates were teeth, ready to chomp down. She shivered as the doors closed with a loud clang behind them.

A servant approached them, holding up his hand. “The Queen has asked me to take you to the maid,” he said, stopping their movement as the carriage continued onwards. “This way, please.” 

The servant led them through a door to their right, along a wide tunnel that led past the kitchens and laundry rooms; each room was a flurry of activity. They emerged in a large open courtyard, brightly lit by the sun. Long lines of clothes and sheets were hung parallel to each other.

“Imagine if Mum and Dad saw this set up,” Liesel said. “They always complain about not having enough space for our washing at home.”

“Yeah,” Jonathan said, looking around them. Looking up, he saw flocks of blackbirds sitting on the walls, looking down and watching the maids hang the washing out. “They’d also love to have some maids as well.”

“Not all the birds though,” Liesel laughed. “Imagine all that poop!” The children giggled as they continued following.

The servant took them to a maid on the opposite side of the courtyard, standing to the side respectfully so they could ask their questions. 

The maid had a pretty face and a broad smile, even as she whistled happily while she worked. A galaxy of freckles patterned her flawless face.

Flawless except for her nose, which was scarred and was nearly flat.

“What happened to your nose?” Jonathan asked. 

The maid glared down at him. “That’s a bit of a rude question, that is,” she said. 

“Sorry about my brother,” Liesel said, throwing a scathing look at Jonathan. “He asks lots of questions that sometimes shouldn’t be asked.”

“Much like my son, he is,” the maid said, sighing. “I suppose you’re here about the missing diamond?” she asked, looking at Pickalee.

“Yes, we’re hoping we can help you find it again,” the pixie said. “Where did you last see it?”

A blackbird swooped down and landed beside the maid, making her jump and gasp.

“Oh!” Jonathan exclaimed. “A blackbird took it!” He covered his mouth, glowing red with embarrassment. “Sorry,” he muttered through his fingers.

The maid exhaled in frustration. “Well, I never!” Turning to Pickalee, she said. “Follow me, please.” She led them through another door, the servant following them. Liesel lost track of directions and would have been lost, if they were not being guided through. 

“This is my room here,” the maid said. “It’s not much, but it’s comfortable.”

“The Queen certainly seems to look after you,” Pickalee said, looking around the room. A large bed was pushed against the wall in the corner beside a desk and chair. On the other side of the room was a smaller bed. There was a door on the opposite wall, presumably leading to a small bathroom. 

“Yes, we certainly don’t need anything in her employ,” the maid said. “It is a good job, and I’m lucky to work here.” She walked to the desk and waved her hand above it. “I had my diamond in the desk drawer here to keep it away from my son.”
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