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Praise for MICHELLE HARRISON


‘Everything Michelle Harrison writes is gold dust and this is no exception. A thrilling mystery told by one of my favourite writers. I couldn’t put it down’

Abi Elphinstone on Twice Upon a Time

‘There is no-one who writes sisterly bonds quite like Michelle Harrison! A twisty-turny inventive read full of adventure and magic’

Hannah Gold on Twice Upon a Time

‘A brilliantly plotted gothic mystery, children are going to love getting lost in Fox House’

Zohra Nabi on Twice Upon a Time

‘Spell-bindingly good! A time-twisting triumph of mystery, magic, and mischief. Michelle Harrison has done it again. I wish I could rewind time to read it afresh’

Jack Meggitt-Phillips on Twice Upon a Time

‘A total masterclass in middle-grade fantasy adventure’

Emma Carroll on A Pinch of Magic

‘A stunner, with such great writing’

Peter Bunzl on A Pinch of Magic

‘An eerie adventure sure to enchant readers’

Sophie Anderson on A Sprinkle of Sorcery
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For Carolyn and Janice, who are twins.
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Our story begins

With identical twins…






Chapter One THE MORROW TWINS


Once upon a time – time is important in this story – two babies were about to be born in the city of London. It was the wrong time, in most ways, for them to arrive. For a start they were six weeks early. And it was winter; a winter which froze the water in the gutters and left fringes of icicles along rooftops that dangled like tassels on a rug. It was also New Year’s Eve – though only by a thread.

At two minutes to midnight on the last night of the old year, the first baby was born. Meredith Morrow was black-haired, blue-eyed, hungry and loud. By the time she had been wrapped in a snug blanket, still giving a lofty cry for something quite so small, bells all over the city were ringing out to welcome in the New Year.

Her sister Rose arrived nine minutes into the New Year, and just eleven minutes after her big sister. The same black hair, the same soaring cry, the same everything – as far as the eye could see, anyway. Like a mirror image of each other, or a reflection of a sky in water.

It was only later that an odd discovery was made: both clocks in the house had stopped. One at two minutes to midnight; the other at nine minutes past. The exact times that the twins had been born. Not just any twins – a pair born not only between night and day, but on different days, months and years.

Meredith and Rose knew the story just as well as they knew all their favourite fairy tales. Their mother had repeated it often enough over the years. The tale of the Morrow twins’ arrival reached far and wide. With the old year and the new between them, and the stopped clocks, the story became something like folklore or a fairy tale itself. It even appeared in some of the local newspapers.

As for the business with the clocks, Alice Morrow had often wondered how and why the clocks had stopped at the exact moments her daughters were born – and whether it was linked to the strange things that happened when it came to her girls and time…
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Two sisters named Merry and Spike

Are twins, so they both look alike.

When clocks near them chime

They don’t tell the time

But trouble is certain to strike…






Chapter Two FOX HOUSE


It was Spike who saw Fox House first. Merry had been looking out for it, determined to get the first glimpse, but the long journey from London had left her bored and restless and she’d been making up a limerick about her sister to pass the time.

Merry looked up from her notebook and cleared her throat. Spike glanced over, eyes narrowed, as Merry began to recite:


There was a young lady called Rose,

Who had the world’s ugliest toes.

Attractive they ain’t

And the stink makes you faint!

So remember to cover your nose.



There was a silence as Spike considered Merry’s efforts.

‘Not bad,’ she said thoughtfully, and not insulted in the least. Spike rarely let other people’s words upset her – even if they were usually met with a prickly retort. She put on a deep, snooty voice. ‘But only the ill-mannered say “ain’t”.’

‘Urgh.’ Merry wrinkled her nose, recognizing Spike’s impression at once.

Mum recognized it, too. ‘Is that Mr Russell?’ she asked from the driver’s seat.

Spike didn’t answer. The subject of their last tutor was still a sore one with Mum. It had been Spike who’d finally scared off Mr Russell (or Mr Brussels Sprout, as they called him) for good. Merry hadn’t been sad to see him go. He was snooty and had smelled horribly of sprouts. It was nice to know they wouldn’t see him again. London was miles behind, already in the past. Merry had firmly decided not to miss it.

‘But,’ Spike continued, ‘it wouldn’t only be my toes that stank. It’d be all of my feet. And your toes are every bit as ugly as mine.’

Merry rolled her eyes. ‘Anything else?’

‘Yes,’ said Spike, squinting out of the window. ‘You know no one calls me Rose.’

‘Mum does when she’s cross,’ Merry muttered sulkily. Spike’s criticisms always outweighed any praise.

‘Can you two stop bickering for a minute?’ Mum interrupted. ‘Spike, you’re meant to be map-reading – you know I’m hopeless with directions.’

‘I am map-reading,’ said Spike. ‘And speed up, we’ve been in this car for ever. I could’ve walked it quicker.’

Merry winced as the car went over a pothole. Mum was pretty hopeless with directions, and an infuriatingly slow driver.

Spike opened a book on her lap called The Pocket Guide to Poison and took out a crumpled map tucked inside. She glanced down the page of the book.

‘Did you know, one of the deadliest—?’

‘Spike!’ Mum said, exasperated.

Spike huffed and checked the map. ‘Take the next left turn.’

Merry sighed and returned to her limerick. Should she change ‘Rose’ to ‘Spike’? She was so deep in thought that she missed Spike’s scornful tut.

Then, ‘Huh,’ Spike said, more loudly. ‘I thought it’d be bigger than that.’

Finally Merry looked up and her tummy did a little tumble of excitement.

The house crouched in a dip among trees on a wide stretch of land. Two turrets like pointed ears stuck up from the greenery, as though they were listening as the car approached. It had red brick walls and windows like dark, shining eyes. Fox House. Perhaps it was the name, but it looked like a fox, too. The way it was half hidden like a vixen sheltering from a storm. It was beautiful, but those windows made her wonder: were there secrets concealed within its walls?

‘You’re daydreaming,’ said Spike. ‘Let me guess… about the house having secrets?’

‘All houses have secrets,’ Merry replied.

Spike could read her thoughts as well as Merry could read Spike’s. They were close – it had always been this way.

Mum took the turning, forgetting to indicate as usual. Fortunately, there were no cars behind to toot at them. A twisting road brought them to a tiny cottage with a sign that read, Gatekeeper’s Lodge. The car crawled past it, drawing closer to the house. Spike had been wrong – as they got closer it was clear that it was big.

‘This is it,’ Mum murmured. ‘Our new home. For the next few weeks, at least.’

Mum’s work was in art restoration. She repaired old paintings, valuable ones. Sometimes valuable meant expensive, or even priceless. Other times it meant they were simply precious to the person who owned them. Her job took them to all sorts of places and sometimes included accommodation and meals.

‘But it’s miles away!’ Spike had spluttered furiously, when Mum had announced the news of her latest client, an eccentric widow named Lady Belmont who owned Fox House. ‘In the middle of nowhere! There’ll be nothing to do, and worst of all it’ll be quiet.’ Her blue eyes blazed. Spike hated silence.

‘It won’t be too quiet,’ Mum had said firmly. ‘It’s a busy house with plenty of background noise, and it’ll do the pair of you good to get some clean country air into your lungs.’

Spike glowered. ‘I like dirty London air just fine.’

‘We’re going, Rose.’ Mum’s tone was final.

‘Snort,’ said Spike rudely. She had taken to doing this recently: saying the word rather than actually snorting. She thought it was more effective. ‘You said there’s always work in London.’

‘There is,’ said Mum. ‘But why stay in one place when you have a job that can take you anywhere?’

‘Hmm, let’s see.’ Spike pretended to look thoughtful, even though she was simmering like a pot. ‘Because we could have a nice home instead of moving every few weeks? Oh, and some actual friends that don’t get left behind?’

‘But you’ve always made friends easily…’ Mum said, a guilty look crossing her face. ‘And besides, we’re running out of tutors.’

‘We can’t have tried them all,’ Merry said in surprise.

‘Not all.’ Mum had picked at one of the ever-present specks of dried paint on her finger. ‘But you can be sure most of them have heard of you.’

Spike smirked. ‘Bad news travels fast.’

Mum frowned. ‘Of course, if you really want to stay in one place, we can. But that means going to school.’

‘That might not be so bad,’ Merry said cautiously. ‘We could give it another try?’ She quite liked the idea of going to a proper school the way other children did. Spike, however, didn’t. While she didn’t enjoy silence, loud places with sudden noises – like schools – were also a problem. But the twins hadn’t been in school for several years.

The car brought them to a set of high black gates. Mum drove through, on to a white gravel road, which curved towards the house like a bushy fox’s tail sweeping up to the door.

Now they were closer Merry could see two more turret ‘ears’ on the other side of the house. They parked and clambered out, stiff-legged, before unloading their bags. Merry sniffed deeply. So this was clean air. Green, leafy and fresh. Even the house looked clean, its red bricks glowing in the spring sunshine like a cosy fire to welcome them.

The crimson door gleamed like it had been freshly painted. Mum reached for the brass knocker, but before she could touch it the door opened and a woman stood in front of them. She was dressed from head to toe in black and white, in plain clothes and sensible shoes. Even her hair was black with several grey streaks, pulled back into a no-nonsense bun. She had a large and important-looking nose. A nice nose, Merry thought. Strong and capable-looking, somehow. Of sniffing out fibs, maybe.

‘Alice Morrow?’ the woman inquired, looking Mum up and down. It wasn’t an unkind glance, but Merry was suddenly aware of how they must appear. Mum in her paint-speckled dungarees, ponging faintly of turpentine. The twins in their shabby clothes. All three of them with long black hair that hadn’t seen a comb for days. In fact, Mum didn’t even own a comb; she mostly used her fingers. As for the last time any of them had had a haircut… well. Merry couldn’t quite remember (and she didn’t think the wonky fringe that Spike had cut herself counted). Mum was paid well for her work, but she became so absorbed in it that she forgot to do normal things. Like having regular dentist check-ups or taking the bins out, and lots of other things Merry found embarrassing.

The woman turned to Merry and Spike. ‘And the twins, Meredith and Rose. Goodness, you are identical. I’ll never be able to tell you apart.’ Her eyes lingered on Spike, who had picked up a snail and was carefully putting it on the edge of a plant pot, no doubt to prevent it being stepped on.

‘Oh, everyone says that at first,’ said Mum hurriedly, with a wary eye on Spike. They had all heard this sort of thing before, countless times. But while Merry liked being a twin, Spike sometimes grew exasperated with everything that went with it: the stares, the comments and questions. All of which they would be sure to receive here, as newcomers to Fox House.

‘I’m Miss Burdock, the housekeeper,’ said the woman. ‘Come in.’

They stepped into the cool, dark entrance hall. Miss Burdock shut the door and beckoned them after her. ‘You can leave your things there. I’ll have them taken to your rooms shortly.’

Quickly she whisked along the hall and they had to hurry to keep up with her. Her long skirt swished as she walked, revealing stripy black-and-white stockings. Merry held in a giggle. Miss Burdock reminded her of a badger, with her stripy hair and legs. They passed dark wooden doors and cabinets displaying trinkets, games or odd little puzzles. Even the wallpaper looked expensive. It was green with gold peacock feathers. Several old paintings hung high on the walls. Merry hurried after Mum while Spike stomped along behind, their combined footsteps ringing off the tiled floor.

‘Keep up!’ Merry hissed, keen to stay on the quick-footed Miss Burdock’s good side. Spike glowered in return and motioned to something up ahead. Merry’s tummy lurched as she spied a grandfather clock next to a small table holding a vase of daffodils, still in bud. Drat! Why did Spike always see things first? Merry tried her best to be a noticer but usually got distracted by one thing or another. (Did this mean she was like Mum? She hoped not. She promised herself she would never let a bin overflow.) And of course, Spike made things like this her mission. She’d never forgiven Merry for being born first and seemed determined to make up for it by beating her at everything else, especially smart replies.

Mum glanced over her shoulder and shot them both a warning look – she’d noticed the clock, too. Obediently Merry sidestepped to the right, making sure she was a good distance away as she passed it and taking care not to look at it directly. Strange things happened when the twins were around clocks, which was why they always—

Ting!

The clock rang out loudly. Ahead, Miss Burdock stopped abruptly, with Mum almost colliding with her.

Ting! the clock went again. Mum’s shoulders stiffened.

‘Strange,’ Miss Burdock muttered, pulling out a pocket watch – but suddenly she and mum were speaking and moving at double speed, their words rushing out in a jumble. The second hand of the grandfather clock was whizzing round quickly, and the daffodils in the vase on the table were bursting open one by one.

Merry felt heat rushing into her cheeks. She slowed down, allowing Spike to catch up.

‘You just had to, didn’t you?’ she whispered.

‘What?’ Spike said innocently.

‘You… you touched it!’

‘Accidentally,’ said Spike.

‘Rubbish,’ said Merry at once.

Spike shrugged infuriatingly. Merry pressed her lips together and followed Mum and Miss Burdock, who after a few more seconds, thankfully returned to their normal speed. They went past the stairs, which were thickly carpeted in green, and into a large kitchen. Already Merry’s mind was ticking over, trying to make words rhyme. Burdock was a lovely name, but tricky.

There once was a lady, Miss Burdock…

No. That wouldn’t work. She had another think but couldn’t come up with anything that properly rhymed with ‘burdock’. She’d have to know a bit more about Miss Burdock first. Perhaps she could make up a rhyme about the house instead.

Fox House all alone on the moors

Hides secrets behind all its doors—

Oooh! She liked that already.

‘Come, sit down,’ Miss Burdock said. ‘You must all be tired and hungry after that long journey.’

They each took a seat at a long wooden table near a fireplace. Bunches of dried herbs hung from above, along with pots and pans of all sizes. The kitchen counter was neatly organized, with a pile of folded tea towels and a row of cookbooks held in place by two old-fashioned irons acting as bookends. It was homely, and Merry liked the feel of the place instantly. The herbs swayed in a draught and she could smell rosemary and mint. They looked like they belonged in a witch’s kitchen. Spike was looking at them with interest – she would be able to identify far more of them than Merry could.

‘What’s that?’ Spike asked, pointing to the far end of the kitchen where there was an odd round structure built from grey stone.

‘It’s an old well,’ said Miss Burdock.

Merry got up and went to have a look. The stone wall was built in a circle at about the same height as the table. It was covered by an iron grate, secured in place by a large bolt. Inside, it plunged into darkness.

‘How unusual,’ said Mum. ‘I’ve never seen an indoor well.’

‘It’s no longer in use,’ said Miss Burdock. ‘Some parts of Fox House – including this kitchen – are very old. About six hundred years, in fact. And none of the owners – the Belmonts included – have ever wanted to change it.’

‘Will we be meeting Lady Belmont?’ Mum asked. She sat up a little straighter, looking anxious all of a sudden. ‘I like to speak to clients prior to beginning a new work.’

Miss Burdock shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not. Lady Belmont mostly keeps to her rooms and leads a very private life. But she’s left detailed instructions for you, and you’ll meet her nephew, Alastair. He visits fairly often.’

Was it Merry’s imagination, or had Miss Burdock’s nose flared slightly at the mention of the Belmonts’ nephew? Like she had smelled something bad?

Miss Burdock put a large teapot, milk jug and cups on the table. She did not ask whether they all liked tea, and Merry got the impression that she was the sort of person to be baffled if you didn’t.

‘So,’ said Miss Burdock briskly, cutting bread in neat slices. ‘You’ve come up from London? That’s a long way from family and friends.’

‘We have no other family,’ Mum explained. ‘It’s just the three of us. The twins’ father died before their second birthday. He was a photographer and insisted on going off to dangerous places. The last I heard he was somewhere in the Amazon rainforest. There’s some confusion about whether he was eaten by a jaguar or swept down a river. Knowing him, it was probably both.’

Merry watched Miss Burdock’s nose very closely. There was a slight twitch, as though she had scented a lie, and Merry felt a mild thrill. Mum’s story was almost true, although the ‘eaten’ part was exaggerated. There had only been one jaguar bite.

‘Oh dear,’ Miss Burdock said, her voice as even as her slices of bread. She placed a plate of cheese sandwiches in front of them, which they reached for enthusiastically. ‘It’s always a novelty to meet twins,’ Miss Burdock added. ‘Which of you is Meredith?’

‘I am,’ said Merry, between chews. ‘But everyone calls me Merry.’

‘And so you must be Rose,’ said Miss Burdock.

‘No one calls me Rose except Mum,’ said Spike.

‘We call her Spike,’ Mum said, half-heartedly nibbling at a sandwich and clearly itching to get to work. She was maddening when it came to meals, often forgetting to eat when she was deep into a painting. ‘It’s a nickname.’

‘Merry and Spike,’ Miss Burdock repeated, brushing crumbs into the sink. Just then a bell jangled loudly.

Spike dropped her sandwich and covered her ears, wincing.

‘It’s just a bell from upstairs,’ Miss Burdock said, frowning.

‘Rose has sensitive ears,’ Mum explained. ‘It began a few years ago after the twins had meningitis. The doctors say it’s tinnitus. It’s a sort of ringing in them; that’s how she describes it.’

‘On a good day.’ Spike lowered her hands cautiously. ‘On a bad day it’s more like a screeching.’

‘Sudden loud noises can make it worse,’ Merry added.

‘Or if it’s too quiet,’ Spike said, with a mutinous look at Mum to remind her of her assurances in the car. ‘Silence makes the ringing seem louder.’

‘I see,’ said Miss Burdock, her expression softening. She nodded to a row of silver bells mounted on the wall. One was trembling slightly from where it had rung. A label below it said: LADY BELMONT. ‘The bells are used to summon me when something is wanted elsewhere in the house,’ Miss Burdock added. ‘They were used much more years ago, when Lord Belmont was alive. Now I fear they just make it easier for Lady Belmont to stay in her rooms all the time.’

‘Have you worked here long?’ Mum asked, her gaze wandering round the old-fashioned kitchen.

‘Fifteen years,’ Miss Burdock replied, with a sad smile. ‘And yes, things used to be busier. The Belmonts often held lavish parties or had friends to stay, but that all stopped when…’ She caught herself. ‘There were more staff back then. Now it’s just a handful to keep things ticking over.’ She glanced at the bell again. ‘Excuse me.’ She left the kitchen in a swish, her shoes clicking down the hall like badger claws.

When the sound faded Mum turned to the twins.

‘Which one of you was it?’ she asked suspiciously. ‘Who did that to the clock?’

As usual neither of them said a word. Merry scowled, but Spike refused to own up. It was an unsaid rule that the sisters never snitched on each other. They waited for their mother’s usual response, which was, ‘Then you’ll both be punished,’ but it never came.

‘Just stay away from the clocks.’ Mum sounded very weary all of a sudden. ‘This job is important. The last thing I need is you two getting into mischief.’

They both nodded silently.
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Fox House is a curious place

Where Lady B won’t show her face.

And the people there know

(But don’t like to say so)

That a girl disappeared without trace.






Chapter Three THE MISSING SERVANT


‘If I believed in ghosts, I’d say this room looks haunted,’ Spike announced, wrinkling her nose after Miss Burdock had shown them their room.

‘Well, you don’t, so you can’t,’ Merry replied cheerfully. She placed her bag on one of the two neat little white beds. ‘Look how big it is!’ She opened her arms wide and spun in a circle, feeling only air on her fingertips. ‘We couldn’t take a step in the last room without tripping over each other.’

‘I liked it,’ Spike muttered.

Merry scoffed. ‘You said it was poky and damp.’ A movement outside caught her attention as a tiny bird landed on the windowsill.

‘It seemed cosy compared to this.’ Spike plonked herself on the other bed and sat with her chin on her knees, scowling. ‘That’ll have to go.’ She nodded at a small brass clock on the wall above a desk and chair.

Merry sighed. ‘Fine.’ She climbed on to the chair and took the clock down. It gave a slight buzz the moment she touched it, like the hum of an insect’s wings. Then it began to tick backwards. Outside, the little bird lifted from the windowsill and flew backwards, too. Any clock that was around the twins would start behaving strangely before long, and then things would begin to happen. Just look at the bird, or Miss Burdock and mum by the grandfather clock earlier. No. It had to go. There was a wardrobe in the corner of the room. Merry opened it, trying to ignore the slightly musty smell, and jammed the clock between some folded blankets.

Merry closed the wardrobe doors, but the clock ticked even louder. She realized how silent everything was. Poor Spike. Mum had been wrong about the house being busy. It seemed almost deserted.

‘I know,’ Merry said brightly, spotting an old radio on the desk. ‘A bit of background noise always helps with your ears.’ Checking the sound was on low, she switched it on. At once a song began playing, filling the silence with a cheerful burble. Spike’s thorny expression softened.

‘Thanks,’ she said quietly.

Merry began putting her things away. Miss Burdock had called out various things as she had marched them to the room, such as, ‘There’s the bathroom,’ and ‘Your mother will be in that one,’ and ‘Stay away from that corridor, the rooms were damaged in a fire. And over there is out of bounds, too – that’s Lady Belmont’s private wing.’ It had all happened quickly and had been a lot to take in. Naturally, the burnt corridor and the out of bounds area had been the ones to grab Merry’s attention. If Miss Burdock had said much after that, well, Merry had missed it. She was too busy gawping at the heavy velvet curtain across the doorway to the private wing, sealing it off.

Mum had already told them about Lady Belmont. Her husband had died two years earlier in a boating accident. Now she was seldom seen and preferred to keep to herself. Perhaps she was too sad, Merry thought, after the death of her husband, to be around anyone else.

Compared with other parts of the house, the twins’ room was plain. There were no pictures or ornaments. It clearly hadn’t been used for a long time, but Merry liked it. It was clean, and two things made the room much grander than what the Morrows were used to: a beautiful iron fireplace with intricate patterns and swirls, and a round window with a wide curved ledge. Merry had always longed to have a window seat and immediately dreamed of filling it with cushions and blankets. Even better, though, was the view. It looked out over a vast back garden that was split into sections.

‘Oh, Spike, look,’ she said, pointing. ‘I can see the kitchen gardens – that’s where they grow all the fruit and vegetables for the house. And behind it there’s a rose garden, and even one of those fancy mazes you can get lost in!’

Spike shrugged, unimpressed.

‘And there’s a wild bit over the back,’ Merry continued, watching her sister. ‘There must be all kinds of things growing in there. Probably deadly nightshade and everything.’

Grudgingly, Spike got up and joined her, pressing her nose against the glass. ‘I suppose we could take a look later,’ she said gloomily. ‘If that’s not out of bounds as well.’ Her attention shifted to the kitchen garden. ‘Wonder who that is?’

A boy had appeared. He was about their age and had straw-coloured hair that flopped into his eyes and strong-looking arms and legs that were golden as apples. He had a trowel and was kneeling down, digging.

‘He looks too young to be working here,’ said Merry, her mind reaching for the delicious possibility of a ghost.

‘Maybe he is a ghost,’ Spike said, reading her thoughts as usual. ‘Of a servant from long ago. Who died from boredom.’

‘Shut up,’ said Merry, rolling her eyes, but at the same time thinking that a resident ghost would be quite exciting.



The twins got to meet the boy the very next day. They saw Mum briefly at breakfast, before she set to work in one of the downstairs rooms. Already the familiar smells of linseed oil and turpentine had crept out into the hallway when she emerged for a pot of coffee, quickly vanishing again with a slice of toast at Miss Burdock’s insistence.

Spike was on her second plate of bacon and eggs by the time the straw-haired boy appeared, red in the face and slightly out of breath.

‘Sorry, Burdy!’ His words came out in a rush. ‘Couldn’t find my socks.’

‘Or a comb, by the looks of it,’ Miss Burdock remarked drily. She reached out and brushed his floppy hair out of his eyes. It immediately fell back again and he grinned cheekily. She straightened it again fondly. ‘You’ll do.’ She turned to the twins.

‘Meredith, Rose, this is Ben Gumbley. He lives here and helps out in the gardens sometimes. He’s off school for the Easter holidays, so you’ll see a lot of him over the next week or two. I’ve asked him to show you around after breakfast.’

Ben nodded at them, his eyes still smiling. They were brown and deep, and Merry thought he looked like a shaggy dog with his sandy hair and friendly face. A dog you wanted to pat and give a biscuit to. Now he was up close Merry could see that he was a bit older than she had first thought – thirteen, perhaps.

‘Twins,’ he said, his eyes twinkling. ‘Can you read each other’s minds, and feel pain when the other one is hurt and all that spooky stuff?’

Merry met Spike’s eyes and they shared a knowing look. ‘Well, sometimes,’ said Merry. ‘But we also—’

‘Finish each other’s sentences,’ said Spike.

‘Whoa,’ said Ben, looking suitably impressed. ‘That is pretty spooky.’

We also have a strange effect on clocks, Merry imagined saying. And that’s without the other stuff…

‘Fascinating,’ Miss Burdock interrupted. ‘But enough talk of spookiness – we have plenty of that here already.’

Merry’s ears pricked up immediately. What could Miss Burdock mean? She didn’t feel able to ask, and the housekeeper had already changed the subject to two pairs of sturdy leather boots, which had suddenly appeared in her hands.

‘You’ll be needing these,’ she said briskly, giving a pair to each of the girls.

‘What for?’ Spike asked suspiciously.

‘Walking, of course,’ came the swift reply. ‘The moor is big and rough.’ She glanced down at the twins’ scuffed plimsoles. ‘Those flimsy shoes won’t last five minutes outside.’

‘Are we going to be outside?’ Merry asked.

‘Well, you can’t stay cooped up indoors,’ Miss Burdock said, and before they knew it their plates had been cleared and Ben was hovering by the back door, holding it open for them.

‘Bye, Burdy!’ Ben called, turning to wave when they were halfway down the path. Merry waved too, but she didn’t dare address the housekeeper in the same way as Ben. Miss Burdock didn’t seem as though she would tolerate a ‘Burdy’ from anyone else.

‘So,’ said Ben. ‘You’re from London, then? What’s it like? I’ve never been.’

‘Smelly,’ said Merry. ‘Busy. Crowded, and a bit dirty, really.’

‘I like it,’ Spike said, defensive. ‘There’s always something going on, things to see and do. You’re never bored. And there’s the Tower of London and all the lovely parks—’

‘That we hardly ever went to,’ Merry interrupted.

‘What brings you to Fox House?’ Ben asked. He led them along the side of the house and through an arch in a hedge that bordered the garden. It opened out on to a lane so narrow it could only be meant for walking.

‘Our mum,’ Merry said. ‘Her last few commissions have been in London, but someone she worked for recommended her to Lady Belmont.’

‘Where are you taking us, anyway?’ Spike grumbled. ‘Traipsing over the moor, I expect?’

‘Nah,’ said Ben. ‘Thought I’d show you the village. It’s not far.’ He peered into her face. ‘So, which one are you?’ he asked. ‘Meredith?’

‘That’s Merry,’ Spike said with a jerk of her head.

‘Then you must be Rose,’ Ben said.

‘Everyone calls me Spike.’

‘Spike?’

‘I made it up,’ Merry explained. ‘When we were little. Rose has always been a little… grouchy, and I once said to our mum that she was more like the spike on a rose. I didn’t know the word for thorn. And it stuck.’

‘Right,’ said Ben, and the corners of his mouth twitched, like he was holding back a smile. ‘Well, I think I know a way to tell you both apart now.’

‘How?’ Spike and Merry said simultaneously.

‘Simple,’ said Ben. ‘Merry looks – and sounds – quite merry.’ He looked at her. ‘You seem to smile a lot, whereas Rose – I mean, Spike – doesn’t. Plus Spike has the, uh…’ He gestured vaguely to Spike’s crooked fringe.

‘Snort,’ said Spike, folding her arms. ‘Haven’t we done enough walking, anyway? Is there anywhere to get lunch in this village?’

‘Lunch?’ Ben answered. ‘We’ve only just had breakfast!’

Merry giggled. It had been an enormous breakfast, too. She felt sure the housekeeper was trying to fatten them up.

‘Did Burdy get these boots for us?’ she asked. She couldn’t remember the last time she and Spike had walked so far, and the new boots were proving very comfortable indeed.

Ben nodded. ‘Well, she ordered them, but Lady Belmont paid.’

‘Lady Belmont?’ Merry repeated in surprise.

‘She looks after her staff well,’ Ben explained. ‘Especially the children. She’s a funny one, but she’s got a kind heart.’

‘What do you mean, “a funny one”?’ Spike asked.

‘The way she shuts herself away and doesn’t like seeing anyone,’ Ben replied.

‘They’re good boots,’ Merry said.

‘Ugly, but good,’ Spike agreed.

The early morning chill faded as they continued to walk, a mixture of the sun rising in the sky and their blood pumping from the exercise. After around twenty minutes of twisting lanes a stone church came into view, within a yard of higgledy-piggledy gravestones. Beyond it through a haze of low cloud, crooked rooftops were visible.

From round the corner of the church a man with a rake appeared. He looked up and saw them, leaning on the rake to watch. Ben raised a hand in greeting. After a moment, the man nodded, then continued to rake leaves into a pile, watching them until they moved past the church.

‘Do people here always stare?’ Spike asked grouchily. The crooked rooftops were easier to see now. Some were cottages and further on were a few shops with people flitting in and out. Underfoot, the path became cobbled.

‘They do when you’re from Fox House,’ Ben said, scuffing a pebble with the toe of his shoe.

‘Why?’ Merry said. ‘Is it to do with what Miss Burdock said, about spookiness?’

‘Well, it’s a few things,’ said Ben. ‘Everyone knows Lady B hides away since her husband died. There were rumours after his accident.’

‘The boating accident?’ asked Spike.

Ben nodded. ‘He drowned.’ They were near the shops now, and he paused as a man came out of a post office nearby. When Ben spoke again, his voice was lower. ‘Some said it might not have been an accident.’

‘Then what?’ Spike looked interested now. ‘Murder?’

Ben nodded. ‘He was on the boat with his brother, Oscar. It was supposed to be a fresh start for them – they hadn’t spoken for years because Oscar had been cut out of the family inheritance. But the boat capsized. Oscar survived, although his lungs are so weak now that a bad cold could kill him.’

‘So that’s why people say the house is spooky?’ Merry gasped. ‘Does he haunt it?’

‘There’s more. It’s all to do with a woman who went missing from the house thirteen years ago. Her name was Jenny Crocker – she worked in the kitchens. The Belmonts met her on holiday in New York and brought her back here. Apparently there was some disagreement between her and the Belmonts, and she disappeared one night – poof! – just like that, and took her little baby with her. But she didn’t tell anyone where she was going, and she was never seen or heard from again.’

Never seen or heard from again… Merry felt a delicious shiver at the sound of it. How she loved a mystery!

‘What about the baby?’

‘Same,’ said Ben. ‘No trace of him was ever found.’

‘Blimey,’ said Merry. Miss Burdock was right – Fox House really did have an eerie past, and Merry was so drawn into Ben’s tales of it that she was only half concentrating on the village around them. There was a pretty flower shop up ahead, with bunches of bright daffodils and tulips outside. Opposite was a rickety-looking pub called the Duck and Pickle. But the quaint surroundings didn’t quite hold her attention like Ben. ‘Perhaps Jenny just ran away?’ she suggested.

Ben shrugged. ‘That’s what some people believe, but she left everything she owned behind. Even more important, she didn’t collect her last pay packet. But that could have been because…’ He hesitated. ‘No, I shouldn’t say it.’

Spike’s eyes narrowed. ‘Say what?’

‘Well,’ Ben said slowly. ‘A few things went missing the same night: some of Lady Belmont’s jewellery, and a trophy that had belonged to Lord Belmont’s father. If Jenny took them, then it makes sense that she didn’t collect her pay – the jewellery was worth a lot more.’ He looked round guiltily. ‘But I shouldn’t have told you that. It’s not kind to say bad things about the dead.’

‘I’ve never understood that,’ said Spike. ‘If someone’s a thief, being dead doesn’t excuse it. They’re still a thief.’

‘What makes you think she’s dead?’ Merry asked.

‘People say things.’ Ben squirmed, uncomfortable now. ‘Like she could have slipped down the old well in the kitchen, or that she ran across Wandering Moor and got lost.’

Spike rolled her eyes. ‘Snort. Someone would have found her eventually.’

‘Not if she was eaten by wild animals,’ said Ben.

Merry paled. What a horrible thought! She was reminded of their father, ‘eaten’ or at least chewed by a jaguar. The twins didn’t remember him, and Mum told the story so often it almost didn’t feel real – until moments like this.

‘There’d be bones,’ said Spike matter-of-factly. ‘Even if they were all crunched up.’

‘Spike!’ said Merry.

‘What? It’s true.’

Ben nodded. ‘But finding them…’ He blew out a long breath. ‘The Wandering Moor goes on for miles.’

‘Still doesn’t mean she’s dead,’ said Spike. ‘Some people just go missing and are never found.’

‘So no one really knows for sure what happened to her,’ Merry said, trying to ignore the goose pimples rushing up her arms. She forced a little laugh. ‘Who knows? She might have changed her name and be living some glamourous life somewhere, back in America.’

‘I hope so,’ said Ben. He scratched the back of his neck, looking fidgety. ‘But if that’s true, then it doesn’t explain why people in Fox House say they’ve seen her ghost.’

Merry felt a chill, and not just from the breeze whipping round her ankles. They’d stopped outside a little sweet shop now, the sort that sold everything from chocolate mice to popping candy.

‘G-ghost?’ she whispered.

‘Hah!’ said Spike triumphantly, the happiest she’d been since they arrived – though this was possibly because she had spotted a jar of sherbet lemons. ‘Fox House is haunted!’

‘Have you ever seen anything?’ Merry asked Ben.

‘Just once,’ he admitted. ‘I woke up one night during a storm – the wind was so loud. When it died down I heard something in the hall. So I went to look. When I got to the stairs I… I saw someone on them. A figure in a black hood.’

‘Then what?’ Spike prompted. ‘Did it vanish in a puff of smoke?’

‘I didn’t wait around to find out,’ Ben said, his cheeks turning pink. ‘I ran.’ He laughed, embarrassed. ‘It didn’t help that just before bedtime, Nanny had been talking about Jenny. Perhaps I was just spooked, imagining things.’

‘Nanny?’ Merry asked, confused. ‘Your grandmother?’

‘No. Nanny used to work at the house,’ Ben explained, ‘looking after the children. Me, Alastair, when he was visiting, and some of the staff babies and children, including Jenny’s. She’s very old now, and gets quite mixed up. Sometimes she says she’s seen people who haven’t been in the house for years, like Lord Belmont – or Jenny. She swore she saw Lord Belmont up at the Gatekeeper’s Lodge the other day.’

‘Does anyone live in it?’ asked Merry.

‘Not now,’ Ben replied. ‘Sometimes Dale, the gardener, uses it as an office, but that’s all.’ He jingled some money in his pocket. ‘Let’s go in here. I’ve got enough money for some sweets to share.’

A bell dinged above the door as they entered the sweet shop. There were a few people inside, choosing brightly coloured lollipops and sweets from jars behind the counter. Merry had just spotted some strawberry laces when she noticed someone outside: a red-haired woman staring straight through the window. She stood very still, her eyes narrowed. Somehow, before Merry even followed her gaze, she knew what – or rather, whom – the woman was staring at. Ben.

There was something chilling about that look, thought Merry, before remembering what Ben had said on their way into the village. If you were from Fox House, people stared. Merry glanced at Ben, but he didn’t seem to have noticed, and when she looked back at the window the strange woman had gone.

She wondered whether to say something to Ben or ask who the woman was, then decided not to.

Lord Belmont’s death – accident or murder? Jenny Crocker and her young child vanishing without trace.

It seemed Fox House had more than its fair share of secrets, so no wonder people stared. With that, Merry put all thoughts of the strange woman out of her head.

Until the next time she saw her, at least.
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