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​Chapter 1: The Dusty Shelf and the Forgotten Box
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The cobblestones of Bramblebrook’s Church Lane were slippery with morning dew when Lila skidded around the corner, her scuffed school shoes skidding on a patch of moss that had grown between the stones. Her vintage tweed blazer—found in a charity shop in Cheltenham and her absolute favourite item of clothing—flapped wildly behind her, and her school bag thumped against her back with every step, stuffed full of her history notebook, a half-eaten pack of fruit pastilles, and the library book she’d forgotten to return last week (The Story of Cotswolds Villages, which she’d read three times already).

She was ten minutes early for her Saturday shift at Maggie’s Curios—and ten minutes early was the only acceptable time to be early, in Lila’s opinion. Being late was for people who forgot their homework, left their house keys in the toaster, or got distracted by a stray cat on the way to school. Which, let’s be honest, was something Jake would definitely do. In fact, she’d be surprised if he turned up on time for anything ever again, not after last week when he’d spent an hour trying to teach his ferret, Barnaby, to “high-five” and ended up missing football practice.

Maggie’s Curios was tucked between two buildings on the lane: on one side, Mrs Hart’s bakery, where the smell of hot cross buns and vanilla slices wafted out onto the street so strong it could make even the most determined dieter cave in; on the other, the village post office, with a door that creaked so loud it could wake the dead—Lila had once seen a sparrow fly off the windowsill when someone opened it, looking like it was absolutely traumatised.

The shop’s sign was painted in faded gold letters on a weathered wooden board, hanging crookedly from two iron brackets: Maggie’s Curios – Old Things, New Stories. A wind chime made of old teacups—each one a different pattern, from delicate floral to bold stripes—tinkled in the breeze, making a sound like tiny bells clinking together. Lila pushed open the door, and the familiar smell wrapped around her like a hug: old paper, beeswax polish, lavender sachets that Maggie tucked into the shelves, and just a hint of cinnamon from the biscuits she always kept in a tin on the counter.

“Maggie? "I'm here!” she called, hanging her blazer on a hook by the door that was shaped like a cat’s head. The shop was a maze, every inch filled with things that made Lila’s heart happy. Shelves stretched up to the ceiling, stacked with vintage teapots (some with chips, some perfect), old maps of the Cotswolds that showed villages that didn’t even exist anymore, stuffed owls (that definitely weren’t real, Lila told herself every time she walked past one—even if they did look a little too lifelike), and jars of buttons that looked like they’d been collected since the dawn of time. There was a grandfather clock in the corner that ticked so slowly it felt like it was counting time in its own secret way, and a stack of leather-bound books by the window that smelt like vanilla and dust.

Maggie popped out from behind a stack of antique books, her silver hair tied back with a scarf covered in sunflowers. She was wearing a cardigan with pockets so big she could fit a small cat in them—and sometimes, Lila suspected, she did. Last month, she’d found a tabby cat napping in one of them while she was dusting, and Maggie had just laughed and said, “He likes the wool, love. Can’t blame him.”

“There you are, love!” Maggie said, grinning. Her eyes crinkled at the corners when she smiled, and she always had a piece of mint humbug in her pocket for Lila when she arrived. “I’ve got a job for you in the back room—those shelves haven’t been tidied since... well, since I was your age, probably. Just watch out for the step by the door—it’s got a mind of its own. Tripped me up last Tuesday, and I’ve been walking with a limp ever since. Not that it’s stopped me from baking, mind you.”

Lila nodded, grabbing a duster from the counter and a cardboard box for any bits and pieces that needed sorting. “I’ll be careful, Maggie. And thanks for the humbug!” She popped the sweet into her mouth, the minty taste bursting on her tongue, and headed toward the back room.

The back room was even more cluttered than the front, if that was possible. Stacks of old paintings leaned against the walls—some of them landscapes of Bramblebrook, others of people. Lila didn’t recognise—and a wooden table in the middle was covered in loose coins, broken pocket watches, and a jar of marbles that rolled around every time someone walked past. Sunlight filtered through a dusty window, making dust motes dance in the air like tiny stars. There was a smell of old wood and something sweet, like dried roses, that Lila couldn’t quite place.

She started wiping down the lowest shelf first, moving a stack of old magazines and a tin of vintage sewing thread. Then she moved up to the middle shelf, where she found a collection of old postcards—all sent from Bramblebrook to people all over the world, dating back to the 1920s. She flipped through a few, smiling at the messages: “The village is just as pretty as ever” or “Wish you were here to try Mrs Hart’s scones." She made a mental note to show them to Toby later—he loved looking at old things that told stories.

Finally, she reached the highest shelf. It was so high she had to stand on tiptoe, stretching her arm up as far as it would go. The shelf was covered in a thick layer of dust, and as she wiped it away with the duster, her hand brushed something small and hard, hidden behind a stack of leather-bound books that looked like they’d never been opened.

“Huh,” she muttered, brushing the dust off her hands and reaching for it. She had to move a few of the books out of the way—they were heavy, with spines that creaked when she pulled them off—and then her fingers closed around it.

It was a wooden box, about the size of her hand, carved with tiny brambles that twisted around the edges—just like the ones that grew along the village green and up the walls of some of the old cottages. The wood was dark and smooth, like it had been held a thousand times, polished by years of use. There was a tiny brass keyhole in the front, but no key in sight, and when she turned it over in her hands, she felt something shift inside it—something light, like a piece of paper or a small object.

She ran her fingers over the carvings, feeling the rough edges of the brambles under her fingertips. It was beautiful, and it felt... special. Like it had a story to tell.

She didn’t know it yet, but that little wooden box was about to turn her whole world upside down. It was going to lead her and her friends into a mystery that had been hidden in Bramblebrook for fifty years, and it was going to show her that even the smallest, most ordinary-looking things could hold the biggest secrets.

For now, though, she just sat down on the floor, the box in her lap, and stared at it. Wondering where it had come from. Wondering what was inside. And wondering why it felt like it was waiting for her to find it.

An hour or so later, just as Lila was finishing tidying the last of the top shelf and had placed the wooden box carefully on the table (she’d wrapped it in an old tea towel first, just to be safe), the back door banged open so hard that a stack of postcards on the windowsill wobbled and fell to the floor.

“Lila! Emergency! Code red! Well, okay, code yellow—but still very important!”

Jake stumbled in, his trainers leaving little muddy prints on the wooden floor (Lila made a mental note to get him to wipe them up later—Maggie hated dirty floors). He was wearing his favourite hoodie with a cartoon ferret wearing sunglasses printed on the front, and he had a crumpled plastic carrier bag in one hand, which he was holding up like it contained a crown jewel. Behind him, Mia rolled her eyes, and Toby followed quietly, shutting the door gently behind them.

“Jake, it’s nine thirty in the morning,” Lila said, crossing her arms. “What’s the emergency? Did Barnaby escape again? Or did you forget your own name again?”

Jake gasped, clutching the bag to his chest like he’d been deeply offended. “First of all, Barnaby is currently safe and sound in my pocket—say hi, mate!” He pulled open the top of his hoodie pocket, and a tiny, whiskery face peeked out, its black eyes glinting. Barnaby chittered once, then disappeared back inside, clearly unimpressed by the drama. “Second of all, I only forgot my name once! And it was because I’d stayed up all night building a robot that could make toast—okay, it only made burnt toast, but it was technology!”

Mia laughed, pushing past him and flopping down on an old wooden chair with a cushion covered in patchwork fabric. She pulled her sketchbook out of her bag—its cover was covered in doodles of cats, flowers, and even a few drawings of the club—and flipped it open to a fresh page. “Ignore him, Lila. He’s just excited because he bought something new for Barnaby that he’s convinced is ‘the best toy ever invented.’”

Toby nodded, sitting down on the edge of the table and pulling his birdwatching guide out of his backpack. He flipped it open to a page marked with a sticky note, his eyes scanning the words. “He showed it to me on the way here,” he said, his voice soft but amused. “It’s a rubber chicken. Squeaks so loud it made a pigeon fly off the roof of the post office.”

Lila burst out laughing. “A rubber chicken? Jake, you’re kidding, right?”

“Nope!” Jake said, grinning, and pulled the bright yellow rubber chicken out of the bag. He squeezed it, and it let out a high-pitched squawk that echoed around the back room. Barnaby poked his head out of the pocket again, chittering loudly like he was joining in. “See? Barnaby loves it! He chased it around the garden for half an hour this morning. Mum thought we were being attacked by a very small, very loud duck.”

“Put it away, Jake,” Lila said, still laughing. “Maggie’s in the front shop, and if she hears that thing, she’ll make you dust all the shelves in the whole shop by yourself. And you know how high the shelves are.”

Jake’s grin faded. He looked at the rubber chicken, then at the towering shelves in the back room, and quickly stuffed it back into the bag. “Fine, fine. I’ll keep it quiet. But you’re all missing out on the fun.”

“Anyway,” Mia said, looking up from her sketchbook, “what were you working on when we came in? You looked all serious, like you’d found something really interesting.”

Lila’s eyes lit up. She’d almost forgotten about the box in all the chaos. She pulled the tea towel off the table, revealing the wooden box with its carved brambles. “Look what I found on the top shelf. Isn’t it cool?”

The three of them crowded around, leaning in to get a better look. Toby reached out a hand, then paused, like he was asking permission. Lila nodded, and he gently touched the carvings. “It’s beautiful,” he said. “The brambles—they’re just like the ones that grow by the river. My grandma used to say brambles were lucky, because they always find a way to grow even in the hardest places.”

Jake leaned in, squinting. “Is that a keyhole? Where’s the key? And what’s inside? Is it treasure? Gold coins? Ancient jewels?” He reached for the box, but Lila pulled it away just in time.

“Wait, let’s see if it’s a music box first,” Toby said. “The shape looks like one my grandma had. She used to wind it up and play it when I was little.”

Lila turned the box over in her hands. Sure enough, there was a tiny brass winder on the bottom, just like Toby had said. She twisted it once, twice, three times—nothing happened. She twisted it again, a little harder, and suddenly, a soft, haunting tune started to play. It was slow and sweet, like a lullaby, but it had a strange, sad edge to it that made the room feel quiet all of a sudden. The notes drifted through the air, mixing with the ticking of the grandfather clock in the front shop and the distant sound of a car driving down Church Lane.

“I’ve never heard that song before,” Mia said, stopping her sketching. She leaned her chin on her hand, her eyes fixed on the box. “It’s pretty, but it’s kind of... spooky, too. Like it’s telling a story no one else knows.”

Jake pulled his phone out of his pocket, already tapping away on the screen. “Let me look it up. There’s no way a song that old isn’t on the internet somewhere. I’ll find it on Spotify or YouTube or something.” He typed for a minute, his brow furrowed, then frowned and looked up. “Nothing. Not a single hit. That’s weird. Even the most obscure songs come up somewhere. How come this one doesn’t?”

Just then, the door to the back room creaked open, and Maggie poked her head around. She’d been wiping down a vintage teapot in the front shop, but she’d stopped, her cloth still in her hand. Her smile faded a little when she heard the music, and her eyes widened as she looked at the box in Lila’s lap.

“Where did you get that, love?” she asked, her voice quieter than usual. She walked into the room, her steps slow, like she was approaching something fragile.

Lila held up the box. “On the top shelf, behind those old books. Do you know what it is? We were just trying to figure out the song.”

Maggie sat down on the edge of the table, her eyes fixed on the box. She reached out a hand, then pulled it back, like she was afraid to touch it. “That’s the Bramblewood Music Box,” she said softly. “I haven’t seen it in... oh, fifty years, maybe. It belonged to the shop’s original owner, Mr Thorne. He used to say it had a secret—but I never thought much of it until now. I thought it had been lost, or sold, or... I don’t know. I’d almost forgotten it existed.”

“A secret?” Jake said, perking up immediately. All thoughts of rubber chickens and burnt toast robots were gone. “What kind of secret? Is it magic? Does it tell the future? Or is it hiding something real?”

Maggie looked at them, one by one—at Lila, with her curious eyes; at Jake, bouncing with excitement; at Mia, already sketching the box in her notebook; at Toby, watching carefully, taking everything in. Then she smiled a little, a warm, twinkly smile that made her look like she knew something wonderful.

“Why don’t I tell you all about it over tea and biscuits?” she said. “I think you four are about to have your first real adventure.”

Maggie disappeared back into the front shop for a moment, and they could hear her clinking cups and opening the biscuit tin she kept on the counter. When she returned, she was balancing a tray loaded with a chipped porcelain teapot (the one with blue roses on it that Lila always admired), four mugs with different village slogans—Bramblebrook’s Best, I Love Bramblebrook, Bramblebrook Fête Champion, and one that just said Keep Calm and Eat Scones—and a plate piled high with chocolate digestives and rich tea biscuits.

She set the tray down on the table, pushing a jar of marbles and a stack of old letters out of the way to make space. “There we go,” she said, pouring the tea. The steam rose up, smelling of Earl Grey and bergamot, and curled into the dusty sunlight. “Help yourselves, love. Biscuits are there for the taking—just don’t let Barnaby get his paws on any, or he’ll be bouncing off the walls for hours.”

Jake, who’d been eyeing the biscuits like a hawk, grabbed two digestives and broke one in half, popping a piece into his mouth. “Don’t worry, Barnaby’s on a strict diet of ferret food and... well, whatever else he can steal. But I’ll keep him away from the biscuits. Probably.”

Lila rolled her eyes but picked up her mug, wrapping her hands around the warm ceramic. The music box had stopped playing now, sitting quiet and still on the table, but it still felt like it was holding its breath, waiting for the story to begin.

Maggie sat back in her chair, taking a slow sip of tea, and looked at the music box with a faraway look in her eyes, like she was looking through the walls of the shop and back fifty years into the past.

“Fifty years ago,” she began, her voice soft but clear, “Bramblebrook’s most loved treasure was the bronze statue of Queen Victoria that stood right in the middle of the town square. It was taller than me, even now, and it had stood there for over a hundred years. Kids used to climb on its base when their parents weren’t looking—though the vicar always used to tut and say it wasn’t respectful. We’d have our summer fête right next to it, with the coconut shy and the tombola and the cake stall. Every year, someone would put a silly hat on her head for the fête—once it was a giant top hat, another time it was a flowery bonnet. Everyone knew that statue. It felt like it was part of the village, like it would be there forever.”
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