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CHAPTER ONE

Tally stood at the study window, cleaning the glass with a feather duster. The manor grounds looked beautiful, sparkling in the sunshine.

Mollett Manor had once been a monastery. Lots had changed since the monks had lived there hundreds of years ago, making their honey and ale. But not everything …

The beehives were still there.

The lighthouse tower was still there.

The coded passages were still there.

And so was the Secret Library, hidden beneath the ancient stone circle.

‘Ah, Tally!’ Lord Mollett came into the study. ‘Ready for our lesson?’

Tally turned from the window. She loved learning from Lord Mollett! He was the kindest person in the whole world. Thanks to him, for one blissful hour every day, Tally got to do history and French and geography instead of polishing and cleaning and scrubbing.

Lord Mollett sat down at his desk and held out his hand. In his palm were four fresh blackberries. There was a squeak from an armchair and a furry red shape shot into the air. It was Squill, Tally’s squirrel friend. He somersaulted and landed perfectly on the polished oak desk.
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Lord Mollett pulled out his white silk handkerchief and draped it over the inkwell to make a little table. He set the berries neatly on a teeny doll’s-house plate, with a miniature knife and fork, and even a candelabra.

‘Bon appétit,1 Squill,’ he said, as Squill chose the biggest berry.

The squirrel ignored the neat table setting and leapt straight on to the hat stand. He loved that hat stand! While Lord Mollett and Tally were talking about geography or history or music, he would spin round and round on a hook until he was a blur of furry red. Now, he perched right at the top, nibbling the blackberry in his paws.

‘Today we are going to learn about an amazing discovery!’ said Lord Mollett as he rustled around on the desk, looking for something. ‘Ah! Here it is.’ He waved a magazine. ‘This, Tally, is a science journal. In it is a wonderful article for my book!’

For the last few months, Lord Mollett had been busy writing his second book. His first one, THE HAIR STYLES OF POISONOUS SPIDERS: A Thorough Analysis, hadn’t sold all that well, so for a while Lord Mollett had given up being an author. But since teaching Tally, he had decided to try again. The second book was called ETIQUETTE IN CANINES: Bone or Bone China?

And he was working hard on it every day.
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Lord Mollett flicked through the journal. ‘The article is about a man called Ivan Pavlov,’ he said, stopping at the right page. ‘He has discovered that dogs can be trained to anticipate their dinner.’ Lord Mollett jabbed his finger on the paper. ‘Every time Pavlov gave his dogs food, he rang a bell.’

Tally pictured the dogs lined up next to their food bowls. There was Pavlov, standing next to them. Ding, ding went the little bell in his hand. ‘Whenever he rang the bell, the dogs would start drooling. So Pavlov began to ring the bell without giving them food, and he found they drooled anyway! The dogs had learned something – that the bell and the dinner were connected.’

Tally longed to look up more about that in the Secret Library. The books there were magic. They showed her all kinds of wonderful things. There was:

HOW TO FLY by Augusta Wind

UNDERWATER BREATHING by B.A. Fish

THE ART OF SLITHERING by Anna Conda

Tally had been using the library to look up lots of facts to help Lord Mollett.

‘Dogs are very clever,’ she said now. ‘They can communicate using different types of barks.’

Lord Mollett got out his notebook as Tally spoke.

‘They use high sounds like “Yip! Yip!” when they are excited and happy,’ explained Tally, ‘and low sounds like “Grrr!” when they are feeling aggressive.’ Tally did her best to imitate dogs barking.

‘By golly,’ said Lord Mollett. ‘How do you know that?’

Tally squirmed. She wasn’t allowed to talk about the library – not even to Lord Mollett. ‘I saw it in a book,’ she replied eventually.

‘Tally!’ came a sharp voice from downstairs. It was Mrs Sneed, the housekeeper. Squill dived from the hat stand into Tally’s pinafore pocket. ‘Where are you, wretched girl?’

‘I’m here,’ Tally answered.

There was the sound of feet stamping up the stairs. ‘You lazy, good for nothing, waste of—’

The housekeeper marched into the study. Her spiky head swivelled on her long neck as she surveyed the room.

‘Oh!’ Her wiry eyebrows leapt up at the sight of Lord Mollett. ‘Er … I was just looking for my darling niece.’

Mrs Sneed liked to pretend Tally was family. It explained why a child would live at the manor with no pocket money and no bedroom. But the truth was, eight years ago, Mrs Sneed had found two-year-old Tally crying at the edge of the estate, where the cliff met the sea. She’d brought her back to the manor, made her a bed in the scullery sink, and set her to work – even though Tally could barely walk. Nowadays, not only could she walk but she could dust, and polish, and clean. In fact, Tally did nearly all the chores at the manor house.

‘Ah. There you are,’ said Mrs Sneed. ‘Come along, my, er …’ Mrs Sneed had used up all the nice words she knew. ‘… My little, uh, cabbage. We’re very busy downstairs.’

‘See you tomorrow!’ Lord Mollett called after Tally as she followed the housekeeper down to the scullery. Sometimes Tally wondered whether Lord Mollett had any idea what really went on in the manor house.

As soon as they were alone, the smile dropped from Mrs Sneed’s face.

‘That’s enough messing about,’ she snapped as she led the way to the kitchen. ‘It’s polishing day. You’d better get on with cleaning that silver. Lady Beatrice likes to see her reflection in her spoon.’

‘Yes, Mrs Sneed.’ Tally already knew Sunday was polishing day – because she was the one who did it every week.

‘I’ll need some tea,’ the housekeeper sighed, ‘and some of your cherry biscuits. I’m exhausted from having to find you.’

‘Sorry,’ said Tally, putting the kettle on the fire.

Squill popped his head out of Tally’s pinafore pocket. He checked Mrs Sneed wasn’t looking, then waggled his eyebrows in a perfect imitation of the bossy housekeeper. Tally giggled behind her hand.

Tally set the silverware out on a pile of newspapers and picked up her polishing cloth. As she rubbed the forks, she furtively scanned the pages. An ad caught her eye:
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A travelling curiosity show had come to the village. How exciting! She checked the date – this was last Wednesday’s newspaper. That meant the show had been on last Friday night. She’d missed it … not that Mrs Sneed would have let her go anyway.

She paused in her polishing, imagining a world where she was allowed out of the manor to go to a show. In her head, she stood among the crowd, watching the rabbits doing their best somersaults. Squill was with her, sharing a big bag of hot chestnuts … mmmmm …
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There was a sharp tut from the armchair, bringing her back down to reality with a bump.

Tally quickly reached for the silver spoons. She shuffled the newspapers around until she found today’s date.

 

Missing since yesterday! 

Have you seen Mrs Marsh’s cat? 

It has blue eyes. One black ear, one white. 

Likes ice cream and tummy rubs.

 

Poor cat. Tally shook her head.

Ting, ting! There was a high-pitched tinkle as a little golden bell rang on the wall of the scullery. Mrs Sneed’s eyes narrowed. The bell was new – it had been installed just for Tally. Lady Beatrice Mollett used it to reach her ‘best helper’ in an emergency. Emergencies could be anything from getting her toothbrush stuck in her teeth to forgetting how to tie her shoelaces.

‘I don’t want you, Mrs Sneed,’ Lady Beatrice would say, waving the housekeeper away. ‘I only want Tally.’

Although Lady Beatrice kept Tally busy, it was fun to be doing something other than cleaning.

‘I’ll be right back,’ Tally reassured the housekeeper, rushing out of the scullery.

‘Be quick about it,’ said Mrs Sneed. ‘I won’t tolerate dilly-dallying, even on a Sunday.’ Then she lay back in the chair for another snooze.

Tally hurried into the servants’ hall. She passed under the vaulted ceiling and through the carved archway. Her shoes echoed on the stone floor as she moved along the tapestry corridor, filled with statues, ornaments and old wall-hangings. Tally’s favourite tapestry was a beautiful embroidery of a garden. Tally loved its stitching, she loved its colours and she loved its images. But most of all, she loved that the tapestry was also a map – a set of clues that she had used to open the trapdoor to the Secret Library. Now, as she passed by, Tally ran her fingertips along the tasselled wool hem.
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Suddenly there were noises from further down the corridor.

Clump. Whump. Wheeze.

‘It’s Mr Bood,’ Tally whispered. ‘Oh no! He’s bound to give me more chores.’

Squill jumped out of her pinafore pocket and on to a nearby pot plant. He had discovered a very useful weakness in Mr Bood. The butler was terrified of snakes (and spiders and cauliflower). One afternoon, Squill had been dozing in the pantry when Mr Bood came waddling in, hunting for a snack. Mr Bood had taken one look at the long red shape coiled round the bowl of blackberries and screamed, ‘Eeek! A snake!’
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