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CHAPTER ONE

Tally the servant girl shivered and wrapped her raggedy cardigan more tightly around her body. It was early morning and she was out in the snowy grounds of Mollett Manor, looking for firewood. She lifted her lamp higher and scanned the forest floor.

She nudged her pinafore pocket. ‘Hello? Aren’t you going to help me?’

Squill, her squirrel friend, popped his head out, gave one sniff of the cold air and dived back down again.

‘Come on!’ Tally insisted. ‘You’re the one with the super-thick winter coat.’ She reached her fingers in and poked his soft fur. He squeaked and shot out of her pocket, somersaulting in the air and landing on a low branch.

‘Show off!’ said Tally, laughing as she added a twig to her basket.

There was a rustle in the bushes, then a loud squawk! Tally jumped. What was that?

Squill hopped down from his branch and darted ahead into the dark trees to investigate, his body curving on the snow like a red wave.

‘Wait for me!’ cried Tally. She pushed the branches aside, yelping as snow tumbled off and ran down the back of her neck. In front of her, Squill stopped short and took a wary step backward. There in the low brambles was a huge owl. He was white with brown speckles and his wide eyes stared at Tally in fright.
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‘There, there,’ said Tally softly. The owl was caught. It looked like he had fallen from the tree above, and his wing was trapped in the thorny branches.

‘Stay back, Squill,’ she told the squirrel. Squirrels were a very tasty snack for tawny owls like this one. Squill snorted as if to say, Duh! What do you think I’m doing? and dashed up on to a nearby tree to watch.

Slowly Tally inched forward, closer and closer to the owl. She crouched down on her knees in the snowy ground, her lamp by her side.

‘I’m going to free you,’ she said in a low voice. In the soft lamplight her fingers gently pulled at the tangled brambles, untwisting them from the owl’s feathers. ‘Sorry!’ she said as a thorn got caught and the owl jerked back in fright. Tally continued to murmur kindly to him and gradually he calmed down.

‘Nearly done …’ Tally pulled aside the final bramble. ‘… There! You’re free!’

The owl hopped out of the branches. His left wing was ragged, the feathers ripped apart by thorns. The owl tried to fly but could only flutter up to a low branch. From there he climbed along using his claws to grip.

‘We need to keep an eye on that wing,’ Tally told him. ‘Rest for now and I’ll be back to check on you later today.’

The owl closed his eyes and tucked his head under his good wing.

Squill dived down from the tree and landed on Tally’s shoulder.

‘Now,’ said Tally. ‘I’ve lit the fires, polished the hall, swept the cloister and made a whole pile of cherry biscuits.’ She counted her completed chores off on her fingers. ‘And the sun’s not even up! We should be able to sneak to the Secret Library before anyone else is awake.’

But just as she turned to go, there was a shriek from an upstairs window. It was Lady Beatrice.

‘Tally!’ she screamed. ‘Help!’

‘I saw it again!’ Lady Beatrice sobbed into a handkerchief.

Tally rushed around Lady Beatrice’s bedroom, lighting the lamps. She picked up Lady Beatrice’s pillows and tucked them behind her mistress.

‘There you go,’ she said, in a soft voice, pulling the covers over Lady Beatrice’s shivering shoulders.

‘It was just like before. A tiny ghost, all grey. And it was right there!’ Lady Beatrice pointed to her window sill.

For the last week, Lady Beatrice had barely slept. She was certain the manor house was haunted, and she’d woken Tally up nearly every night, convinced she had seen a ghost. Tally didn’t believe in ghosts. Not even the Secret Library, with all its books on the mysteries of the world, had any information on them – Tally knew because she’d tried to research them.

‘Ghosts aren’t real, Lady Beatrice,’ Tally said gently.

‘Oh, but I heard it! In the middle of the night something tapped at my bathroom window. I ran to see but by the time I got there, it had gone.’ Lady Beatrice’s eyes were wide and her cheeks were pale. ‘And then this morning I saw … I saw … the ghost!’ She burst into tears.

Tally patted her shoulder. Poor Lady Beatrice. Until last week, she’d been happy for the first time in ages. She adored her puppy, Lord William (nicknamed Widdles by Tally, due to his many unfortunate ‘accidents’), and she had even taken up photography in order to record his cuteness on film. Mollett Manor was slowly filling with Lady Beatrice’s black and white images of Widdles chewing sticks, rolling in the mud and chasing his tail. To everyone’s surprise, Lady Beatrice was a fine photographer. She seemed to have an instinct for capturing interesting angles and shards of light.

But lately, with so many night-time scares and such little sleep, Lady Beatrice hadn’t taken a single photo. She carried her camera everywhere with her, like a child with a teddy bear, but she had stopped using it. Now, sitting in bed with her covers up to her chin, she seemed so fragile, like a china doll. She poked a limp hand out of the blankets to stroke the camera. It was her pride and joy, a dark mahogany camera with a shiny brass fitting on the top for viewing the shot. It was the latest thing and came all the way from Denmark.1

Lady Beatrice yawned.

‘I’m so sleepy,’ she said, pulling the camera to her chest. ‘I think I’m just going to stay in bed today.’
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‘But it’s going to be a lovely day,’ said Tally, ‘and you promised the publisher you’d take photos of William, remember?’

Lady Beatrice had agreed to photograph Widdles for Lord Mollett’s book. He’d started writing it last summer, when Widdles had arrived at the manor house. It was called ETIQUETTE IN CANINES: Bone or Bone China?

The publisher, Messrs Tweet, Lotts & Hope wanted lots of photos of dogs in various poses, to illustrate the pages. They had greatly admired Lady Beatrice’s photographs of Widdles and had specially asked her to take the pictures for the book. It would be Lady Beatrice’s first paid job as a photographer; in fact, it would be her first paid job ever.

‘Oh, Tally. I don’t think I can today. I’m so tired.’

‘Just have a little nap. Then when you feel ready I’ll help you.’




‘I don’t know,’ said Lady Beatrice. ‘I still feel all shaken up. I’d give anything to get rid of that ghost at my window,’ she sighed. ‘Anything!’




Tally frowned. This ‘ghost’ was becoming a real problem. She opened the window and leaned out to investigate. On the outside sill were little prints in the snow. Lady Beatrice was right – something had been there! What could it have been? The prints weren’t like a bird’s – Tally pictured bird footprints, all spindly like trees.
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They weren’t like a squirrel’s either – Squill had paws. He held them up for Tally to see their base. They were kind of oval, with pads. He had four fingers on his front paws, and five toes on his back paws.
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Tally looked at the prints on the sill again. They were longer and thinner than Squill’s, with four fingers and a thumb. They looked like … Tally frowned … tiny hands!

She stood back. It couldn’t really be a ghost, could it?
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‘Look, Tally. I’m trembling all over!’ said Lady Beatrice, pointing at her goose pimples. ‘You see! It must be a ghost. They do say phantoms bring the shivers.’

‘Lady Beatrice, you are shivering because it’s winter, not because of a ghost,’ Tally explained as she shut the window.

‘Oh yes,’ said Lady Beatrice. ‘I remember now. Lucky we can all stay tucked up inside in the warmth.’ She snuggled deeper down into bed, her camera beside her.

Tally smiled and left her to sleep. Maybe now she could make a visit to the Secret Library … if she could get past Mrs Sneed the housekeeper and Mr Bood the butler.

‘There you are!’ snapped Mrs Sneed from her armchair by the stove in the kitchen, where she was snaffling her way through the cherry biscuits Tally had made early that morning.

‘Huh. About time, Twooly,’ grumbled Mr Bood (he could never remember her name). ‘We’ve even had to make our own tea.’ He lifted a cup and slurped it noisily.

Tally groaned silently. Here we go again, she said inside her head. More chores.

‘You need to clear snow from the top of the trees, Tally.’

‘Blow on the rose petals to warm the flowers, Toolley!’

‘Wipe the windows every two minutes so they don’t steam up, Tally!’

‘Hunt harder for strawberries, Twilly. They must be growing somewhere!’

‘Mr Bood,’ Tally said, trying not to sigh out loud, ‘there aren’t any strawberries in the winter. Remember? It’s too cold for them to grow.’

‘It’s lovely and warm,’ Mr Bood insisted, stretching his toes towards the fire.

‘Yes,’ Tally answered him patiently. ‘That’s because you are sitting inside by the fire with a cup of tea. Outside, it is cold.’

‘Stop being lazy, Tally,’ added Mrs Sneed, through a mouthful of cake. ‘Those windows won’t wipe themselves, you know.’

‘Looks like we won’t be able to go to the library quite yet, Squill,’ said Tally as she carried a bucket down the hallway. She climbed the stairs to the blue drawing room and lifted her cloth to wipe the first window.

All through her chores, Tally thought about the ghost. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. But what could have climbed so high in the dark just to sit on the window sill? As she made her way along the corridor from the west wing to the east, wiping every window, Tally discovered something else. There were no footprints on any of the other window sills. The ghost – or whatever it was – seemed to have only visited Lady Beatrice’s room.

Tally dusted along the top of the new row of doggy portraits. Here was Widdles with his head to one side, almost grinning at the camera. There he was with his head stuck in the gate, and yes – here was Tally’s favourite photo. She called it Widdles Confused by Snow. It was a black and white shot2 of the puppy sunk up to his chest. He was licking the snow surrounding him, and his eyes looked up at the camera as if to say, Huh? What is this weird cold stuff?
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Lady Beatrice had taken it last month. She’d been so full of excitement then, dancing around the house happily with her new hobby. But now, now she was in bed, worried and upset, not taking any photos at all.

Squill poked Tally’s leg with a paw. He’d swept the dust into a neat pile ready for her to gather up.

‘Oh sorry, Squill! I was lost in thought.’ She held out the dustpan and Squill swept the dust in with his red tail. ‘Thanks.’
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At the end of the corridor were Lord and Lady Beatrice’s bedrooms. Lord Mollett’s was to the north, overlooking the grand drive, and Lady Beatrice’s was to the south with a view of the gardens. They were the same rooms they’d had growing up as brother and sister. Lord Mollett’s door was ajar and Tally could see him sitting on the chaise longue. Her heart skipped a beat.

She’d recently discovered something. Something about her past. There was a chance, a possibility that Lord Mollett could be her father. Tally felt a thrill run through her every time she thought about it. She’d never known who her father was. Her mother, Martha, had brought Tally to Mollett Manor nine years ago, when Tally was only two years old. But Ma had fallen at the cliff edge, fallen down the crumbly rocks to the sea below, and Tally hadn’t seen her since. Maybe she was gone for ever. But if – if – Lord Mollett really was her father, he could help Tally find out for sure. Together, maybe, they could even find Ma! Maybe …
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cret ULMI'Y’I Rules:

There will be only one Secret ch,;crﬂx;
in each generation.

The Secret Keeper must be
under the Age of thireen.

The Keeper must guard the secret of
the library and the information within,

Talking is permitted.
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