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CHAPTER ONE

Tally the servant girl was curled up in her bed in the scullery sink, her head right under the taps and her feet … wait. No. That’s not right.

Tally sat up sharply. She wasn’t in her sink bed anymore. She was in a luxury four poster bed, in the red bedroom of Mollett Manor. And she wasn’t the servant girl any more. Now Tally was Lady Tallulah Mollett, daughter of Lord Mollett and niece to Lady Beatrice. It had only been three months since she’d told Lord Mollett that she was his daughter and, since then, everything had changed.

‘Wuff!’ Well, not everything. Widdles, Mollett Manor’s mischievous puppy, still slept at her feet, and Squill, Tally’s squirrel friend, still shared her pillow.

Squill yawned and climbed upTally’s nightdress on to her warm neck.

‘Squill!’ giggled Tally, ‘You’re tickling me!’

She swung her legs out of bed and on to the thick Persian rug. At the window she drew the curtains wide, letting the early-morning sun fill the room. From here she looked over the stables, past the apple orchard, beyond the stone circle, to the sea. The light sparkled and danced on the blue water.

Tally smiled. Life was almost perfect. Almost. There was just one thing – one person – missing. Ma.

Tally opened her wardrobe full of dresses. Beatrice Mollett had been so excited to find she had a niece.

‘It’s a girl!’ she’d cried in joy. ‘Oh, I can’t wait to dress you up!’

She’d telephoned the dressmaker right away and, by the end of the first week of being a lady, Tally had more dresses and hats than she could possibly wear. Secretly, though, Tally still preferred her raggedy old dress and pinafore. The new dresses were beautiful, but they were not made for running or jumping or anything practical.
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She fingered a bright yellow fabric. Lady Beatrice loved her in this dress. But it had no pockets! Where would Squill sit? How do ladies carry anything useful on their person? Tally wondered. She pulled the yellow dress down from the wardrobe, slipped it over her head and added a pinafore.

‘It’s a fair compromise, Squill,’ she said, and the squirrel nodded in agreement. He scampered to a drawer and came back with a pair of stockings in his paw. Nowadays, Tally wore bloomers, and a petticoat and a garter belt under her dress. She’d never been so warm! She pinned the new silk stockings to the belt, which held them up.

‘There!’ she said, smoothing the dress down. ‘Now let’s look at our mural.’

As well as dresses, her aunt had insisted that Tally learn some more ladylike pursuits.

MRS PRIMM’S GUIDE TO BEING A LADY (Lady Beatrice’s favourite book) was as helpful on the subject as ever.

Ladies may take up a range of gentle activities, it said.

Singing (but only quietly)

Sewing (but only neatly)

Dancing through flowers (but only slowly)

Painting (soft colours only)

Tally had chosen painting. The ancient monks of the manor had preserved their story in the tapestry hanging downstairs, and Tally had decided to paint her own journey – in the form of a mural on the corridor wall. She wanted to pay tribute to all the creatures who’d helped her. She’d stayed up late last night working on it.

‘Come on, Squill. I want to see how the new drawings look in the daylight.’

On the wall of the corridor was the start of an animal scene. Tally had used charcoal to mark out where the different creatures were to go. There on the top left were the spiders, who’d helped her learn the secret of spinning a web. Below them was a large bloodhound, his nose coming straight at the viewer. His ability to scent had inspired Tally to build a sniffing nose, which she still wore now and then for fun. Only last week, she and Squill had lain on their backs in the grass by the beehives, sniffing the warm, musky, waxy smell of new honey being made.
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Tally ran her fingers over the outline of a gecko, a drawing of her friend who she’d saved from the Carriage of Curiosities.

‘We haven’t added enough detail here yet, Squill.’

He looked up from his spot on the floor, where he was painting a swipe of green on the mural with his fluffy tail.

‘I really want all my animal friends in this painting but I can’t get the gecko’s toes right. And he keeps scurrying away every time I try to draw him … I know!’ She beamed. ‘We’ll go to the Secret Library! There’s bound to be something about gecko toes there.’

‘Wuff!’ barked Widdles, wagging his tail excitedly.

Splodge!

Widdles knocked over the pot of green paint. It spread across the newspaper on the floor.

‘Oops,’ said Tally. She took a rag from her pocket and began to clean up.

‘Morning!’ Lord Mollett called. He rolled his eyes at the spilled paint and grinned at his daughter. Tally smiled back.

‘Morning, Pa,’ she answered. It had taken a while to work out what to call Lord Mollett. She couldn’t call him ‘My Lord’ any more. ‘Edward’ felt strange, especially because Ma had called him ‘Bear’. ‘Daddy’ felt odd too. Somehow, ‘Pa’ was the only one that was right.

‘I’m going to go through the papers again,’ he said. ‘Come and find me in my study when you’re ready. Hopefully I’ll have some news for you.’ Every day Lord Mollett looked through old newspapers from ten years ago, when Ma had fallen over the edge of a cliff. So far he hadn’t found anything useful.

He crossed his fingers and held them up to show Tally. ‘I know she’s alive somewhere,’ he said as he headed into his study. ‘She has to be. And maybe I’ll find her today.’

Click!

Lady Beatrice walked towards Tally, snapping a photograph. She lowered her camera and smiled at her niece. ‘You look lovely,’ she said.

‘Thank you, Aunt Beatrice. I’m just going out for a walk.’

‘Then will you paint a picture of Lord William on to the mural?’ ‘Lord William’ was Widdles’s real name: Lord William Horatio Mollett.

‘Absolutely,’ said Tally. ‘Although he seems to be doing a good job on his own.’ They looked at Widdles, who was trying to get the green paint off his fur by pressing himself on the floor. There were now three green doggy-shaped prints on the white rug.

‘Oh dear,’ said Lady Beatrice. ‘Mrs Sneed! Mrs Sneed!’ She headed back down the corridor towards the servants’ quarters to find the housekeeper.

‘Quick,’ Tally whispered to Squill. ‘Let’s go before Mrs Sneed comes. She’s not going to be happy about all this mess.’

Tally dashed to the fireplace in her room. On the wall above it was a puzzle called a Magic Square. In every row, every column and every diagonal, the numbers had to add up to fifteen.
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She pulled out the wooden blocks and moved them around until she had:
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The door at the back of the fireplace clicked open and Tally and Squill slipped into a secret passage just as the housekeeper came along the corridor. Tally could hear her grumbling in her spiky voice.

‘One, two, three prints. Why are there three doggy prints? We don’t have three dogs. Are there more of you?’

‘Ruff?’ came Widdles’s confused reply.

Tally felt her way along a dark passage inside the stone walls of Mollett Manor. The manor was a magical place, full of secret passages and hidden doors, and Tally had found all of them! She’d solved the puzzle to open a hidden cubbyhole in the ballroom, she’d cracked the code to enter the lookout tower, and she knew exactly how to get all the way around the manor without seeing a single person.
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In the darkness Tally stretched out her hands, running her fingers over the stone wall till she touched a lever. This opened the door at the end of the passage. She stepped out into the fireplace of the blue drawing room in the east wing.

From there it was easy. Down the stairs, into the scullery and straight to another fireplace, holding another puzzle. This one Tally could do in her sleep. She’d used it so many times to sneak to the Secret Library.
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EXPERTS SNOOP was an anagram. Rearranged, it spelled:

PRESS X TO OPEN.

On she went, through the tunnel under the manor, and out into the fireplace in the infirmary. From there, Tally simply opened the door and she was in the grounds of the manor house. She ran past the Malthouse, through the apple orchard, all the way to the stone circle.

Here it was always quiet. Even the birds were hushed. This was a place of great magic and mystery. And, for Tally, it was a place of love. Ma had used this library too, until she was thirteen, and every time Tally set foot here, it was as if Ma was still with her.

‘Oh Ma!’ Tally breathed as she touched the velvety moss. She pictured Ma – Ma with her arms around her, Ma making up bedtime stories for her. Her favourites were the ones about a bear who escaped from the zoo. Ma used to draw him wearing different hats as he became a policeman or a schoolmaster. She’d even made Tally a little cloth teddy. But when Mrs Sneed had found Tally ten years ago, she had thrown the teddy over the cliff.

‘I miss you, Ma!’ Tally closed her eyes and wished for a moment on the stone monument; wished that her father would find something in the papers to help track down Ma; wished again for an answer to the questions which tormented her. Had Ma survived the fall from the cliffs? And if so, why hadn’t she come back and found Tally? Tally pulled a scrap of lace from her pocket. This tiny piece of fabric came from the hem of Ma’s skirt. It was all Tally had left of her mother. She swallowed hard and shook her head to chase the sadness away. She’d find out about the gecko and then go and see Lord Mollett.

The stone circle towered above her, five enormous rocks, weathered and ancient, cloaked in lichen and moss. Tally went to the central stone, the one with ten holes carved into the rock. This was the puzzle that opened the hidden trapdoor. Ten cubes had to be placed, each in exactly the right hole. There were millions of arrangements, called permutations,1 but only one worked. Tally picked up the cubes. Each was carved with an image. There was:
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Years ago, Ma had taught Tally a song to remember the order of the cubes. By now, after three years of using the library, Tally knew where to put every cube. But she sang Ma’s song anyway. It helped her feel closer to her mother.

Tally began to sing. As she sang, she put each cube in the right place.

 

Give me your hand and we’ll run

Down past the grass, up through the trees

Give me your time and we’ll sail

Down to the boat, up on the seas

Give me your heart and we’ll fly

Up like a bee, down under leaves

This is the answer I know

This is the truth I will see

All the way down I will go

Down where the gate waits for me.

 

As she placed the last cube, there was a rumble in the earth at her feet. The ground shook and a piece of turf slid away to reveal a deep hole. Tally smiled. The entrance to the Secret Library was open!




Note

1 There are over three and a half million permutations. Tally has 10 choices of where to put the first cube, then 9 remaining choices for the second cube, 8 for the third and so on. If we multiply 10x9x8x7x6x5x4x3x2x1 we get 3,628,800 possible permutations.
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CHAPTER TWO

Squill was always the fastest down the ladder to the bottom. He barely needed to use the rungs at all. He darted down the outside ropes, dancing his way to the ground.

‘Light all the lamps,’ Tally called into the hole. She turned and placed her feet on the first rung. She climbed down, down, down all the way to the last rung, then jumped off.
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The library was bright and warm. She could see Squill at the back, lighting the final lamp. Tally looked up at the wonky shelves, twisting and turning up to the ceiling. Old ladders leaned against the wood, to help reach the uppermost books. Tally squinted to try to make out the ones right at the top. She could see the sparkle of gold lettering, soft in the lamplight, but she couldn’t read any of the titles.

The books in the Secret Library were ancient. They had been here since the monks had made this library back in the twelfth century. A hundred years later, in 1250, a wicked man had tried to use the special knowledge inside for evil. It was then that the library entrance was sealed to everyone except the Secret Keeper. Nowadays, Tally was the Secret Keeper. She had told no one about the library, not even her father. It was her duty to protect the secrets it contained.
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