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      A former journalist, Janine Beacham has written all her life. She has always loved fairy tales and fantasy, and as a child would make up games for her friends to play at school. Janine once entered a competition where the prize was a real-life butler – which partly inspired the secret society of butlers in the Rose Raventhorpe Investigates series. Janine lives in Western Australia with her family.
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      A moonless night was a blessing for a thief.

      And the Shudders was a blessing for a pickpocket. By day, the area was a charming shopping district, with cobblestones and rickety overhanging buildings. It bustled with carriages, teashops and gossip. But by night it changed personality. The crooked alleys – skitterways, they were called – turned as cold and narrow as a judge’s smile. They belonged to stray cats and dogs, tipsy tavern-goers and people like Moll the Pocket.

      A barefoot young woman with a cheeky smile, Moll the Pocket knew her way blindfold around Yorke’s skitterways. When drunken men staggered down the narrow streets, Moll was good at pretending to help them. They only noticed her smile, not their purses and watches disappearing.

      But pickings were lean tonight. Moll leaned against a window in a skitterway called Mad Meg Lane, shivering in the cold. Hopefully a victim would appear soon. Moll needed money if she was to make rent-day.

      She peered into the shadows. A rat scuttled past, but there was no sign of anyone in the distance. Then, out of the foggy darkness, two red, glowing flames appeared.

      Moll thought at first it was a man’s pipe, but she’d never seen fire that red. She twitched her scrap of a shawl closer. The flames were at the height of her chest. And moving slowly towards her. They swayed a little. That was – odd. She blinked hard. Were there footsteps, and a figure beside them? It was too dark to be sure.

      The lights flickered, still that unnaturally bright red. Nearer now, only ten feet away. Moll thought she could see a shape and hear footfalls, but it was hard to tell in the dark. She swallowed, taking a step back. ‘Hello,’ she said in a voice that was meant to sound cheery. It came out in a croak.

      No reply. Still the lights danced. Like eyes, Moll thought. Demon eyes. She thought of the whispered stories she’d heard. Uncanny cat statues come to life. Nonsense of course, but still —

      A deep growl sounded in the skitterway, coming from the same place as the eyes. Moll jumped. Her skin prickled. She spun on her heel, ready to bolt.

      A cat leapt lightly over a rooftop. The growling grew louder. The eyes disappeared. Something hit Moll in the back, sending her flat on her face. Winded and scared, she lay on the cold cobblestones and wheezed for breath. Her back was in agony, but she forced herself to roll sideways. She struggled up on one knee. She wasn’t going down without a fight. She sensed movement behind her and launched herself at the figure.

      Then came another blow, this time to the head. Moll gasped, seeing stars. Rage filled her. No bully took on Moll the Pocket! She shrieked her rage, readied her fists, and hurled herself at her attacker.

      In the distance, children sang.

      
        
          
             

            Lurking in the dead of night

            Hell-hound Barghest shuns the light.

            Sharp of fang and red of eye

            He will stalk you till you die.
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              RAVEN AND RAVENTHORPE
            

          

        

      

      Rose Raventhorpe and her friend Orpheus Raven were duelling on the city wall.

      It was dawn, and the city was shrouded in chilly, clammy mist from the surrounding moors. Smoke curled from chimneys as their blades clashed. Rose wore white satin frills and a determined expression, while Orpheus cut a dash in a tricorn hat and tailcoat. The son of an English sailor and an Indian mother, Orpheus had catlike balance and quick reflexes learned from months at sea. As the daughter of Lord and Lady Raventhorpe, and a secret guardian of Yorke, Rose could fight like her honour was at stake. This morning, however, Orpheus disarmed her three times in a row.

      ‘What’s the matter with you?’ he demanded, rubbing at the back of his neck and picking up Rose’s weapon. ‘Yesterday you could have beaten me on a rooftop with your eyes closed.’

      ‘I don’t know!’ Rose snapped. Her hazel eyes clouded with anxiety. ‘Something’s off, something’s wrong. Even the walls don’t feel right under my feet.’ It’s ridiculous, she told herself. I’ve seen dead bodies. I’ve caught murderers. I’ve always felt safe up here, always. But not today. Why not?

      Orpheus pushed back his tricorn hat. ‘It’s because of that woman in the Shudders, isn’t it? The attack last night. Look, it’s awful that some dog got loose and killed her, but you can’t blame yourself. We Guardians can’t protect everyone.’

      ‘I know,’ said Rose, taking the weapon from her friend, and perching on the wall. ‘But I can’t stop thinking about it. Heddsworth learned about it from the butcher’s boy this morning. The poor boy found the victim himself. She was a pickpocket named Moll, and her injuries were terrible – she was covered in claw marks, deep scratches, like those from a wolf. We need to find that beast before it hurts anyone else. ’

      Orpheus shivered and sat down next to her. ‘Sounds like the dog they had at the orphanage,’ he said. ‘That thing gave me nightmares.’

      Rose fiddled with her cameo necklace. ‘The butcher’s boy told Heddsworth that a lantern-lighter saw eyes in the dark last night. And a hansom cab-driver saw a huge shadow near Tatterlace Green.’

      Orpheus shrugged. ‘A dog that big shouldn’t be hard to trace. I’ll ask the butlers at Silvercrest Hall to help.’

      Orpheus and his sister Inaaya lived at the Silvercrest Hall Academy for butlers, which housed some extraordinary staff and students. Rose had met them while investigating a murder the previous year. Silvercrest Hall butlers learned the usual tasks of serving tea and running a household, but few people knew they also learned the art of duelling. After their training at the Hall, most of the butlers went to work in grand households, but in secret they acted as the Guardians of Yorke, fighting criminals and protecting the city from threat. Orpheus and Inaaya were enjoying their life at the Hall, especially as Inaaya was allowed to jump on her bed and have pillow fights with her brother. The staff didn’t mind – it taught the butlers how to clean up after children.

      ‘We’d better use the Stairs Below when we go about Yorke,’ Rose decided. ‘Just while the dog is uncaught. Make sure you have your Infinity Key with you.’

      ‘Always,’ said Orpheus, patting the key on its chain under his shirt. An Infinity Key could open all the doors in Yorke that led to the Stairs Below. ‘I’m a Guardian now, like the cats.’ He nodded towards the nearby rooftops. The black cat statues of Yorke were visible all over the city. They too were Yorke’s guardians in a way few people would believe. Rose had seen them turn into moving creatures who could attack an enemy with the fury of a thunderstorm, and call snow out of the sky. Her own cat, Watchful, shared their talents.

      ‘We need more fencing practice too,’ Rose added. ‘You have to learn to keep your guard up.’

      ‘Well, you need to work on your balance.’

      ‘Both of you could use some practice,’ said another voice.

      Rose and Orpheus nearly toppled off the wall. Heddsworth, Rose’s butler, had climbed up to sit beside them.

      ‘How did you get here?’ spluttered Rose.

      Heddsworth dusted off his pinstriped trousers. ‘Just because I am considerably older than you does not mean I lack agility, Miss Raventhorpe.’

      ‘I know you’re agile,’ protested Rose. ‘You’re a brilliant swordfighter! I just didn’t know you’d followed us.’

      ‘Really, Miss Raventhorpe. You will have to improve your stealth skills if you want to sneak past a Guardian.’

      Orpheus grinned. Heddsworth adjusted the rapier he carried under his coat. He gazed at the view of the fog-ridden city.

      ‘A sad morning,’ he remarked. ‘That poor woman. People are going to be frightened. Particularly as the incident happened in Mad Meg Lane.’

      Rose frowned at him, pushing back her dark hair. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘There’s a story that the Barghest, the nightmare hound, haunts that lane. An old beggar-woman called Mad Meg was killed there, a hundred years ago. Some stories claim that she was a witch, and raised the Barghest herself. I dare say that Mad Meg was a poor homeless creature who had lost her wits. No more witch than I am.’

      ‘Can we stop talking about nightmare dogs?’ Orpheus shivered again.

      ‘It is only a story,’ said Heddsworth reassuringly. ‘The Barghest is a legend. But the woman’s death last night was all too real. We should visit the skitterway immediately and look for clues into the whereabouts of the creature that attacked her. We cannot have it running wild and harming anyone else.’

      ‘We should,’ agreed Rose. ‘Father would want us to help in his absence.’ She turned in explanation to Orpheus. ‘He left a few days ago, off again on his ambassador work. Knowing Father, he took a steamer, and a train, and an elephant —’

      ‘You’ve been reading Around the World in Eighty Days, haven’t you, Miss Raventhorpe?’ said Heddsworth. ‘You were supposed to return that book to me once you finished it.’

      ‘I’m rereading it,’ said Rose. ‘I’m in love with Phileas Fogg.’

      ‘Well, I’m in love with Aouda, so please give it back.’

      Orpheus laughed. ‘Are you going to get married one day, Heddsworth?’

      ‘Difficult to find a lady to live up to those in literature,’ said Heddsworth. ‘I rather took to Elizabeth Bennet in that novel Pride and Prejudice. Lively, sportive, loves to laugh.’

      ‘You could advertise in the newspapers,’ said Rose. ‘Seeking a Miss Bennet.’

      ‘Alas, I do not own a grand estate. I fear that would disqualify me.’

      Red and gold lights crowned the horizon. The sunrise kept them quiet for a while. The towers of the great cathedral were inky black against the clouds, and the cat statues of Yorke perched on roofs in perfect silhouettes. Rose smelled smoke from the chimneys and heathery wind off the moors. She sighed with pleasure. Yorke was her home, and she would do whatever it took to defend it.

      ‘Well, we got to enjoy a beautiful sight,’ said Heddsworth at last. ‘But I need to return home and prepare the breakfast table. Mrs Standish has made her famous marmalade. Orpheus can return to the Hall and inform Miss Regemont about developments. I dare say Bronson and Mr Malone will want to help too. They can meet us at the Shudders after breakfast.’

      ‘Excellent,’ said Rose, pleased at both the idea of action and seeing her friends. Miss Regemont was the head of the Hall, and female butler Bronson and secretary Charlie Malone were Heddsworth’s best friends. ‘Mother won’t mind. I’ll tell her I’m shopping. She’s planning a trip to London, and packing is taking her mind off me.’

      ‘I know all about the packing,’ said Heddsworth ruefully. ‘Seven trunks and five hatboxes so far. I doubt she would notice if we had a swordfight in front of her.’

      ‘She did say she was worried about Father being abroad,’ said Rose, trying to be fair. ‘She thinks he’ll be stampeded by an elephant.’ Personally, Rose thought any elephant foolish enough to do that would be stampeded by her mother. Lady Constance was a society beauty, but she was also steel in a corset.

      ‘Off we go then,’ said Heddsworth. ‘If we are going to deal with murderous dogs, we should at least have a cup of tea first.’

       

      After breakfast, Rose and Heddsworth took the Raventhorpe carriage to the Shudders. As they alighted from the vehicle, Rose spotted a crudely written placard on a wall:

      
         

        BEWARE!!

        A DEADLY BEAST LURKS IN THIS CITY

        WOMAN SAVAGED!!!

         

      

      ‘It’s good to see no one is panicking,’ said Heddsworth drily.

      Some passers-by read the notice with puzzled expressions. A few looked alarmed. Several children whispered gory details to each other. Rose paused to talk to them. ‘Did you see anything after the attack?’

      ‘Nay, but we know about it,’ one boy boasted. ‘A vicious beastie, what ate the woman whole.’

      ‘No, it bit her legs off first,’ said another child.

      ‘Did not.’

      ‘Did too.’

      Rose was glad to see Orpheus arrive with her butler friends. All of them inspected the placard.

      ‘Now, who do you suppose put that sign up?’ wondered Bronson, the sole female butler. She gripped the hilt of her rapier in its special coat pocket. ‘A reporter? One of those professional scaremongers?’

      ‘They’d love a story like this,’ agreed Charlie Malone. A golden-haired butler-turned-secretary, he had a permanent limp from a fencing injury. ‘An excuse for big headlines and terrible punctuation.’

      ‘We must find the dog before there is another attack,’ declared Miss Regemont. The imposing head of Silvercrest Hall Academy for Butlers, she and her staff – including Bronson and occasionally Heddsworth – taught students the skills of buttling and ran its secret society of Guardians. She had a steel-grey pompadour hairstyle and looked born to wear crimson velvet. ‘It is our duty as Yorke’s Guardians. We must find the dog that caused the tragedy. Let us visit the scene, however gruesome it may be. There may be clues.’

      There were several skitterways leading off the Shudders. ‘There is Mad Meg Lane,’ said Heddsworth, pointing to one. ‘The butcher’s boy said it was an awful sight. Poor lad. He was terribly ill afterwards, and he still had to make deliveries. I gave him a cup of tea.’

      Rose studied the skitterway – its dark winding turns, its cobblestones. As they entered the alley she looked for traces of blood. Someone had sloshed a bucket of water over the site of the attack, but there were still gory rivulets between the stones.

      Two police officers stood taking notes. The sergeant, a bearded man with a downturned mouth, looked serious and methodical. A round-faced young constable, who had pink cheeks and prominent ears, stepped forward as the visitors approached. ‘You can’t come in here,’ he warned them. ‘This is the scene of a crime.’

      ‘Oh yes, we are aware of that,’ said Heddsworth. ‘We are very sorry to interrupt your work. But we hoped to be of assistance.’

      ‘Assistance?’ said the sergeant. ‘Are you witnesses? Did you know the victim? This isn’t a place for sightseeing.’

      ‘No, we’re not witnesses,’ said Rose. ‘And we didn’t know Moll the Pocket. But we want to help. I am Miss Rose Raventhorpe, and these are my friends.’

      The sergeant looked closely at Rose in her white satin dress.

      ‘Well, with respect, Miss Raventhorpe,’ said the sergeant, ‘this is a police matter. The victim was a criminal, a petty thief. She received some nasty wounds, inflicted by a dog’s claws from the look of it. It’s not something a young lady should be involved with.’

      Bronson scowled, tapping the hilt of her rapier. The constable looked her up and down. ‘Excuse me, but are you all carrying weapons?’

      Miss Regemont lifted her chin. ‘We enjoy the noble sport of fencing, young man. I am Miss Regemont, head of Silvercrest Hall, butlers’ academy of Yorke.’

      ‘I see,’ said the sergeant coolly. ‘Well, I am Sergeant Snodgrass, and this is Constable Murton.’ Constable Murton nodded. ‘Thank you for your offer of assistance, but we do not need butlers or young ladies to step in. We will find this bloodthirsty beast.’

      As he spoke, an unearthly growl came from the depths of Mad Meg Lane.

      Rose spun around, hand at her rapier hilt. A huge black hound was pacing towards her, his fangs bared in a snarl.
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              THE HOUND OF THE DOWNS
            

          

        

      

      Rose drew her rapier. The butlers flourished their blades. Sergeant Snodgrass drew a pistol.

      Charlie Malone held out a warning hand. ‘It’s all right! I’ve seen that dog before.’

      A woman marched into the skitterway behind the dog. She was tall, with thick red hair and a sharp, intelligent face. Her limbs were sinewy, her skin tanned. Her clothes were distinctly odd – a farmer’s coat and a much-patched skirt – but they were good quality, and there was a prim haughtiness about her demeanour that suggested she was more upper class than farm-bred.

      ‘Heel, Wolf!’ ordered the woman in crisp, aristocratic tones. The dog obeyed reluctantly.

      ‘I apologise for my dog,’ said the woman. ‘I don’t usually bring him into the city but he gets bad-tempered if I leave him at home. Starts eating pillows.’

      ‘Miss, the dog should be on a leash,’ spluttered the sergeant.

      ‘He doesn’t like them,’ said the woman, glaring at him. ‘Do you usually draw a firearm on dogs?’

      ‘Of course not, miss, but there was an attack here last night,’ explained Constable Murton. ‘A woman was killed. People are frightened. You may attract unwanted attention with your hound.’

      ‘Oh, so that’s why people kept staring at us this morning. How ridiculous,’ sniffed the woman. ‘I rarely come into town, but I had to see that my books had arrived in the shops.’

      ‘Ah!’ said Heddsworth. ‘You must be Miss Jane Wildcliffe, the author of The Bride of Blood Abbey, and Other Gothic Tales of Terror.’

      ‘Oh!’ said Rose. ‘Miss Wildcliffe! My friend Emily adores your work!’

      ‘Emily Proops?’ said Miss Wildcliffe suspiciously. ‘The girl who married the young magician? Yes, I’ve met her and her husband. She still sends me ten admiring letters a week.’

      ‘Yes, that would be Emily,’ said Rose, sharing a grin with Orpheus.

      ‘Miss Wildcliffe,’ said the Sergeant, with an exasperated look at Rose, ‘we must ask – were you or your dog here last night?’

      ‘Of course not!’ Miss Wildcliffe looked offended. ‘I live out on the moors at Withering Downs. Wolf sleeps at the foot of my bed.’

      ‘Dogs can roam at night,’ said the sergeant.

      ‘Mine certainly did not,’ Miss Wildcliffe retorted.

      The Sergeant cast a mistrustful look at Wolf. ‘Can anyone else confirm your dog’s whereabouts last night?’

      ‘I live alone,’ said Miss Wildcliffe. ‘So no, you have only my word for it.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said the sergeant, making a note in his book.

      ‘You’re the one they call the Moorland Witch, aren’t you?’ said Constable Murton. ‘As a nickname,’ he added hastily, in response to the lady’s glare.

      ‘I don’t go around casting spells,’ she retorted. ‘If that’s what you want to know.’

      Sergeant Snodgrass cleared his throat. ‘Has the dog ever harmed a person?’

      Miss Wildcliffe sighed. ‘No, though he would if provoked. In this case the animal is completely innocent.’ Her gaze met Rose’s. ‘I apologise if Wolf scared you.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ said Rose. She wasn’t entirely convinced of Wolf’s innocence – he looked perfectly capable of mauling someone.

      Constable Murton frowned. ‘You write fiction about demon dogs and suchlike, don’t you, Miss Wildcliffe? Perhaps it would suit you for the old legend to be revived. For publicity.’

      ‘I would hardly go to the lengths of murdering someone to sell books!’ Miss Wildcliffe turned an outraged shade of violet. Wolf growled, his hackles raising.

      The Sergeant took a step back from the dog. ‘She lives alone on the moor,’ Rose heard him mutter to his colleague. ‘People who live alone too much – well, they can get funny ideas. It’s the solitude. I’ve seen cases like that.’ He tapped the side of his head.

      ‘Now look here!’ Miss Wildcliffe began. She looked ready to give Sergeant Snodgrass a slap. ‘You have no proof I or my dog have done anything wrong.’

      Snodgrass cleared his throat with authority. ‘No, miss, but we must follow up all lines of inquiry. We will put all our men on to this case. We will search the skitterways, the Muckyards, the dens where people might have rat-killing dogs. The Lord Mayor will want this creature caught before it hurts anyone else.’

      Murton consulted his notebook. ‘Have you any family or friends who can testify to the dog’s general behaviour, Miss Wildcliffe?’

      The authoress scowled and looked away. ‘No. Most of my family are dead. Consumption killed my brother and sisters.’

      ‘Grief,’ said Constable Murton significantly, ‘isn’t good for those who brood. Especially ladies living alone.’

      Rose tried not to show her annoyance with the constable. ‘Was there any other evidence on the victim?’

      Murton shook his head. ‘No Miss, there were just some stolen things on her. Watches and suchlike. I dare say she planned to take such items to a pawnbroker for money. Someone like Batty Annie in Tatterlace Green —’ He quailed at the glare from his superior. ‘Ahem. Did you see the sign someone put up outside the skitterway? Seems that people are already talking about old legends like the demon hound. The creature was meant to be summoned by a witch.’

      ‘Fanciful folk tales,’ scoffed the sergeant.

      ‘But people do believe in them,’ Murton pointed out. ‘Yorke is full of old superstitions. You use many of them in your literature – isn’t that right, Miss Wildcliffe?’

      ‘I enjoy writing about them, yes,’ said Miss Wildcliffe, patting her dog’s head.

      ‘Well, our job isn’t to do with ghost stories. We’re looking for a real dog,’ said Snodgrass. He turned to the butlers. ‘You don’t hold truck with ghost stories, do you?’

      ‘Not at all,’ Miss Regemont assured him.

      As they talked, Rose took the chance to walk a little further down the alley, scanning bricks and plaster, and moving aside rubbish with her toe. If there were any other clues about, this was the time to find them. She spotted an abandoned lantern, and bent to pick it up.

      Then she froze.

      A bloody pawprint. 

      It was the size of her hand, dark red against the cobblestones.

      Orpheus sidled up. ‘What is it?’

      Rose pointed to the pawprint. Orpheus crouched to examine it. The others crowded to look. Charlie Malone whistled.

      ‘It’s a big beastie all right,’ muttered the Sergeant.

      ‘Big! It’s enormous!’ sputtered Murton.

      ‘Hmph,’ said the Sergeant. Even he looked lost for an explanation. Rose felt a prickle of real fear for the first time since entering Mad Meg Lane. Was it possible that there was a demonic hound? She tried to ignore the thought.

      ‘How did we miss that print?’ Constable Murton looked thoroughly unnerved.

      ‘We missed it because we had a dead body to deal with, Murton,’ said the Sergeant matter-of-factly. He picked up the abandoned lantern. ‘This must have been Moll’s, poor girl. Well, it seems we have an uncommonly large dog to catch. I shall have to inform the Lord Mayor.’

      ‘The mayor?’ Miss Wildcliffe looked angrier than ever. ‘I’ve no liking for his opinions.’

      ‘The mayor needs to know about serious crimes in this city, Miss,’ said Snodgrass. Wolf bared his fangs, and Murton stepped quickly away.

      ‘For heaven’s sake man, don’t be a coward,’ said the woman impatiently. ‘Here, the children can come and pet him. He loves having his ears pulled.’

      Rose wasn’t thrilled by the invitation, and from the look on his face Orpheus wasn’t either. She moved her hand very slowly towards the dog’s head, ready to snatch it back. ‘Good boy,’ she muttered, and gave Wolf’s ears a quick pat. Orpheus did the same, leaning in gingerly from a distance. Rose dared to look at Wolf’s paws. They were certainly big, but were they as large as the print on the cobblestones? She doubted it – Wolf’s paws would only be half that size.

      ‘I think it’s time we cleared the scene,’ Snodgrass announced. ‘We can’t finish our work with a crowd around. You may go, Miss Wildcliffe. But I would like you to stay close to Yorke so we can contact you for any further questioning. And keep that dog at home – for its own good if nothing else. People are spooked after what’s happened here.’

      Miss Wildcliffe tightened her hold on her dog’s furry neck. ‘I don’t understand how anyone could think Wolf is dangerous.’

      Wolf spotted a pigeon strutting on a windowsill. Slaver dripped from his jaws.

      ‘No,’ said Orpheus, under his breath. ‘I can’t imagine why.’

      Miss Wildcliffe left the skitterway with her pet, followed by Rose and her friends. Rose noticed that the authoress attracted hostile glances from the people she passed. She was not sure how many of them were due to Wolf and how many to the woman’s witchy, eccentric appearance.

      ‘Well, the police are trying at least,’ Miss Regemont said with a sigh. ‘I suppose many officers wouldn’t care about the death of a mere pickpocket.’
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