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Miss Penny Pickering and her aunt were already late. Despite this, Penny took her cherished notebook out of one pocket, her propelling pencil out of her other pocket and began to draw. She made a quick sketch of a wizard with flowing robes, long hair and beard. Wand outstretched, sparks flew as he pointed it at a clock face.

In the hallway of 21 Hyde Park Place, Penny’s aunt leaned over to inspect her work. “Goodness, Penny. I do rather believe such a fellow could stop time!”

Only moments before, Aunt Harriet had been musing upon how inconvenient time was and how there never seemed to be enough of it. The pair had even discussed how one might stop time to gain a little more of it.

Penny tapped her notebook with her pencil. “This might make a very good story idea for you, Aunt Harriet,” she said. Aunt Harriet was always on the hunt for fabulous story ideas, because she was a famous authoress of penny dreadfuls – short, sensational stories that cost one penny each. Each week, the public would clamour for the next instalment, desperate to know what would happen to Aunt Harriet’s characters. Would Drusilla (this was Aunt Harriet’s most popular heroine) have a romance with a foreign prince? Be held hostage by a highwayman? Find the ship she happened to be on captured by pirates?

Aunt Harriet was adjusting her hat in the hallway mirror. Now she forgot about it and whirled about like a spinning top in her mulberry and black striped dress. “You’re quite right! It would make a very good story idea indeed! What if Drusilla crossed paths with a wizard, Penny? A wizard who could stop time?” Her hand darted into her pocket for her own notebook and propelling pencil.

Jones, Aunt Harriet’s squirrel monkey, appeared from nowhere, his little feet scampering across the black-and-white chequered floor. He stopped in between Penny and Aunt Harriet and looked up expectantly, his white ears twitching. He knew very well that when Aunt Harriet wrote, she often liked to suck on peppermint humbugs and Jones loved peppermint humbugs. The black tip of his long grey tail stretched out and tapped the pocket she always kept the little paper bag of sweets in.

Aunt Harriet frowned. “I’m sorry, Jones, but as I told you last night, there are to be no more peppermint humbugs. If you had your way, you would eat nothing but peppermint humbugs. I’m quite sure they are not what squirrel monkeys eat in the wild.”

Jones chattered away as if in disagreement.

Penny glanced towards the door. “Aunt Harriet, we’re late for our appointment with Mr Featherstonehaugh.”

“Oh, yes. I’d almost forgotten.” Aunt Harriet threw open the front door. “What would I do without you, my little Penny Dreadful?”

Penny smiled as she followed in her aunt’s wake. She loved it when Aunt Harriet used her new pet name. But her smile faltered as she went, remembering why she was leaving the house in the first place. They were off to a meeting at her family home, just streets away on Hyde Park Square.

As if sensing Penny’s worry, Jones ran over, jumped into Penny’s arms, made his way to her shoulders and curled his tail comfortingly around her neck.

“You are sweet, Jones,” Penny said, closing the door behind them. She started down the front steps and trotted along the pavement behind her aunt. Beside them, tall red brick townhouses towered overhead, sandwiched together, each with four floors and ornate windows.

It would take only a few minutes for the threesome to reach Hyde Park Square. As they went, they received quite a few stares from curious members of the public. Some people even pointed and whispered, surprised to see Jones, Penny’s famous authoress aunt and Penny’s lack of a hat and gloves, which she had forgotten in her worry. Once again, Penny felt as if she had done the wrong thing. She often felt this way at her boarding school – Miss Strickland’s School for Girls of an Enquiring Mind. She was awfully glad her aunt had arrived there just days before, rescued her from that dreary place and whisked her off on a marvellous adventure that had involved a mystery surrounding some bewitched kittens. However, none of this would have occurred had it not been for some strange business with Penny’s parents, which was why she had asked to be let inside her family home that morning.

“Oh, look!” Aunt Harriet said, continuing to walk briskly down the street. “Mr Crowley is waiting for us. And that is Mr Featherstonehaugh with him of Biggs, Boggs, Betts, Butts and Featherstonehaugh, I presume.”

Penny looked down the street. Her aunt was right. Tall, thin, black-clothed Mr Crowley stood in front of the steps that led up to Penny’s solid black front door. Mr Crowley was Aunt Harriet’s publisher and Penny did not like him at all. He was intensely involved in Aunt Harriet’s work and Penny had come to suspect he was involved in some shady dealings concerning money. A man Penny had never seen before stood beside Mr Crowley. He had a magnificent moustache.

“Isn’t it good of Mr Crowley to get Mr Featherstonehaugh out here so quickly?” Aunt Harriet said.

“Yes, I suppose it is,” Penny replied. She certainly hoped Mr Featherstonehaugh could provide answers to her many questions. And there were many. For a start, why had her parents taken themselves off to Switzerland with such little notice? Why had they sent her a postcard that went on about flowers and made little sense? Penny had requested that Mr Featherstonehaugh open up her family home in order that she might retrieve some of her belongings. But the truth was, Penny wanted to look inside the house for clues as to why her parents were behaving so oddly.

“Good morning, ladies,” Mr Crowley said, as they approached. Jones squawked, affronted at being forgotten, but Mr Crowley ignored him. “Here is Mr Featherstonehaugh the solicitor, ready and waiting to open up the Pickering abode for us on this fine day.”

Mr Featherstonehaugh tugged at his sweaty collar. “Yes, it is a fine day, isn’t it? What a fine day to be a solicitor. A solicitor in London.”

Penny looked from Mr Featherstonehaugh to Mr Crowley and back again. What a strange man Mr Featherstonehaugh was. He looked terribly uncomfortable. Perhaps he was new to being a solicitor? That must be it. After all, Penny had visited her parents’ solicitor’s office several times in the past and she had never met Mr Featherstonehaugh before.

Mr Crowley gestured towards the front door. He gave Mr Featherstonehaugh a look.

Mr Featherstonehaugh started. “Ah, yes. This must be Miss Penelope Pickering. I have your key right here. Would you like me to open the door for you, Miss?”

Penny nodded, aching to go inside. “Yes, please, Mr Featherstonehaugh.”

Mr Featherstonehaugh did just that and the party soon stood on the parquetry floor in the entryway. Jones, delighted to find himself in a new environment, immediately jumped down and ran off to explore.

All was quiet inside the townhouse. Too quiet. Penny shivered. Usually, her home was full of life. When she was home from boarding school, Cook would be busy preparing all her favourite meals. Her parents would be in and out, meeting with their famous scientific friends. Or hosting dinner parties for important scientists visiting London.

But there was no Cook. There were no other servants, either. Apparently, they had taken on other work until her parents’ return. Except no one could tell Penny exactly when that would be.

Penny had only put one foot inside the drawing room when she halted, sucking her breath in. “Aunt Harriet, I think we need to call the police.”
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“The police?” Mr Featherstonehaugh said, darting towards the door.

Mr Crowley caught him by the arm. “The police? What a ridiculous notion,” he said. “What on earth for?”

“I do see what you mean, Penny dear.” Aunt Harriet rested a hand upon Penny’s shoulder. She turned to the two men. “It’s only that it’s rather unusual for my brother and his wife to leave the premises in such … disarray,” she explained.

“Disarray?” Mr Crowley spluttered. “What disarray?”

Penny took a turn about the room. She inspected the open book on the small mahogany side table. A package of notepaper sitting on the little writing desk that had not been put away. Her father’s slippers, tucked under the chaise longue.

This was the disarray her aunt spoke of.

Penny shook her head. She simply couldn’t understand it. Her parents’ trips were usually meticulously planned. They would talk about them for months – sometimes years – in advance. They didn’t simply run off to places, leaving her father’s slippers out for anyone to see!

Penny patted her pocket, where the postcard was safely kept. She didn’t need to bring it out to read it. She had puzzled over it so many times that she knew it off by heart.

Dearest Penny,

We find ourselves in Switzerland, as you can see. The Monkshood is flowering as are the Rhododendrons. The Oleander is overwhelming.

Love always,

Mama and Papa

Despite reading it over and over again, Penny couldn’t make any sense of her parents’ message. They had never been interested in flora before. Also, it was the end of October and the plants mentioned would not be flowering in Switzerland. It did make her pause when she realised all the plants listed were poisonous. Her parents had experimented with poisons in the past. Maybe they were on the brink of an important scientific discovery? They might have needed a greenhouse with the plants mentioned and the only suitable one had been in Switzerland.

Perhaps her parents’ laboratory might provide the answers she was searching for.

While Aunt Harriet was busy speaking to Mr Featherstonehaugh and Mr Crowley, Penny slipped from the room and ran down the hall to the back of the townhouse.

“Penny?” Aunt Harriet called out.

“I’m down here, Aunt Harriet,” she replied.

Aunt Harriet’s heels clicked on the parquetry floor as she approached. “I wondered where you’d got to.”

“I was hoping to see inside the laboratory. But it’s locked, as per usual.” Her parents were most particular about who entered their laboratory.

Mr Crowley approached. “Mr Featherstonehaugh doesn’t have a key to the laboratory,” he said. “What a shame.”

“I do!” Aunt Harriet said. She reached up and plucked a hair pin from her hair. She stuck it into the lock and jiggled it this way and that. With a click, the lock turned.

Penny stared at her aunt, astounded. She would have to ask her how she did that later on.

“Now, I don’t think …” Mr Crowley said.

But it was too late. Penny reached for the doorknob and turned it, opening the door.

She gasped in shock.

The “disarray” that Penny had seen in the drawing room was nothing compared to this. She blinked, closing her eyes hard for a moment, not quite believing the scene before her. When she opened them again, she half-expected to see the room she knew so well. There would be the bookshelves lining each of the walls filled with leather-bound books and the rolling ladder to reach the uppermost shelves. There would be the two wide wooden worktables, books stacked neatly upon them, notebooks in piles. There would be glass flasks, test tubes and beakers, some bubbling away as flames danced underneath. And her parents would be busy at their work. But when she opened her eyes again, she did not see any of these familiar sights. Instead, there were open books on the wide worktable, notes on the table and some that had even fallen to the floor. A row of test tubes had once held colourful liquids but were now crusted and dried inside.

Penny’s stomach tightened into a hard little knot.

Her parents would never leave their laboratory like this.

Never.

And, yet, they had.

Penny felt her aunt’s hand on her back. She looked up. “Something’s very wrong, Aunt Harriet,” she said. As she looked at her aunt, she was reminded of yet another thing that did not make sense – her aunt being appointed as her guardian. Penny’s parents were very serious, logical scientists who did not exactly approve of Aunt Harriet’s chosen occupation. Because of this, Penny had not seen her aunt for some time.

“It does all seem awfully … unusual.” Aunt Harriet passed by Penny and walked between the worktables. She frowned, bending to inspect the test tubes.
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Mr Crowley huffed and puffed. “Well, we are not calling the police over a pair of slippers and a slightly untidy laboratory. They’d think us mad!”

Aunt Harriet hesitated. “I’m glad we received that postcard from your parents, Penny, or I’d be very concerned indeed. All I can think is that they were on the verge of discovering something so incredible that they did not have a moment to lose.”

No, Penny thought immediately. That’s not it. If this was the case, surely her parents would have sent a postcard that said, “Have made a breakthrough. Must continue experiment in Switzerland. Will be home soon.” But that was not what their postcard said.

“Yes, thank goodness for that postcard,” Mr Crowley said.

Penny ignored him as tears began to well behind her eyes. But just as they were about to spill over, she heard a voice.

We must examine the evidence, girls! Examine all avenues. For answers will lie down one of those avenues, of that you can be sure.

That was Miss Strickland, the headmistress of Miss Strickland’s School for Girls of an Enquiring Mind. Penny had found she often heard Miss Strickland’s advice in her head, since leaving the school just days before. Miss Strickland was loud, had a lot to say and, it seemed, was often correct.

This was most annoying.

Penny took a deep breath and decided to follow Miss Strickland’s advice in this instance. She would examine the evidence available to her. After all, if her parents had left the laboratory in this fashion, it was for a reason. She simply needed to find out what that reason was.

Mr Featherstonehaugh was hovering near the doorway. “I really must make my way to my next appointment.”

Mr Crowley blocked the doorway. “If the ladies are still concerned as to the Pickerings’ whereabouts, perhaps you could send a letter to the consulate in Zurich?”

Aunt Harriet came back over to Penny, the silk of her striped skirt swishing as she walked. “That sounds like an excellent idea. Surely, someone will know where they are staying and we can make further contact.”

“I’m sure they are simply distracted with their work,” Mr Crowley said. “But if further communication from them would help to ease your mind …”

“It would,” Penny said firmly. “Please send that letter promptly, Mr Featherstonehaugh.”

“What are you waiting for, then?” Mr Crowley moved to one side and practically shoved Mr Featherstonehaugh from the room.

“Goodbye!” Mr Featherstonehaugh cried as he beat a hasty retreat.

Aunt Harriet, Penny and Jones looked at each other and shrugged.

“Now that’s sorted, we must also press on.” Mr Crowley held up a letter. “For an important letter of a different kind has been delivered.” He went over to give it to Aunt Harriet, wedging himself in between her and Penny. “Sir Fothergill has finally returned from his travels.”

Aunt Harriet opened the letter and scanned it quickly. “Ah! What perfect timing. So we are off on another adventure. How thrilling! I hope you’re ready for it so soon after finishing your last one, Penny. Why don’t you fetch anything you need from here and then we’ll run back and pack? There’s no telling when Sir Fothergill will flit off again, so we’d best go and visit him right away. I need to spend some time in the spectacular maze on his property in order to gather some details for the story I am about to write.”
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Mr Crowley argued all the way back to Aunt Harriet’s townhouse.

“Harewood Hall will be no place for a child,” he blustered. “Miss Pickering should be sent back to school now. I can arrange transportation and an escort.”

Aunt Harriet strode on down the pavement, waving away his bleating with one hand. “Uriel, you have not been listening at all. Holidays begin in just over a week’s time. Even if we sent Penny back to school now, we would only have to turn around and pick her up again.”

“But … but …” Mr Crowley’s eyebrows began to knit tighter and tighter together as he attempted to form an argument that might make Aunt Harriet change her mind. “Wait! The malicious maze. Surely, it’s not safe? Had you thought of that?”

Aunt Harriet stopped at the foot of the stairs that led up to her front door. She considered her publisher’s words for a moment. “I’ve been in the maze countless times myself and have lived to tell the tale. Penny will be perfectly safe with me.”

Penny looked from her aunt to Mr Crowley and back again. What were they talking about? Where was Harewood Hall? And how could a maze be malicious?

Mr Crowley focused in on Penny, standing beside her aunt. “I suppose she might be useful as bait.”

Jones, sitting on Aunt Harriet’s shoulder, screeched and flung his arms in the air.

“Uriel! You should not joke about such things,” Aunt Harriet chastised.

Penny didn’t think Mr Crowley was joking.

Mr Crowley’s thin lips twisted. “I can see that your mind is made up, so come to Harewood Hall she must. I have already dashed off a quick note to your relation, Sir Fothergill, to tell him you’ll be with him to dine this evening.”

Penny brightened, despite the sound of the scary maze. “You’re not coming with us, Mr Crowley?”

“I will follow close behind in a separate carriage. I have some urgent matters of business to attend to before I leave the city.”

Hmmm … Penny thought, wondering what this business might be. If there was one thing she had learned about Mr Crowley, it was that he didn’t like unnecessary expenses. And two carriages when one might suffice was certainly an unnecessary expense. She would have to keep an eye on him and see if he was up to the same sort of tricks he had been up to in Hampshire just days before. She suspected he was profiting from her aunt’s work without her knowledge.

Penny stared up at Mr Crowley with narrowed eyes.

Mr Crowley stared down at Penny with narrowed eyes.

Aunt Harriet ignored them both and opened up the door to her home. “Run along upstairs, Penny. I’ll send Polly up to help you pack.”

[image: ]

“Can you think of anything else you might need, Miss?” Polly asked.

Penny had taken all the things she thought she might want from her bedroom at home straight to her bedroom at her aunt’s house. There wasn’t very much. A few dresses that were almost too small, a spare pair of boots and some undergarments. Luckily, her trunk had arrived from Miss Strickland’s while they were out.

“I can’t think of anything else,” Penny said, adjusting her glasses on her nose. To be truthful, she wasn’t really one to care about what she wore. As long as she had her notebook and propelling pencil on her, she was happy enough. “But I did want to say that I hope you have a nice time with your family, Polly.”

Polly was to be allowed two nights off so that she might return home to stay with her family. Penny had already had some lovely chats in the kitchen with Polly about her relations. She was the youngest of twelve brothers and sisters. And she had twenty-two nieces and nephews and thirty-eight cousins!

“Oh, I’m sure I’ll have a lovely time, Miss,” Polly said, folding one of Penny’s dresses neatly. “I always do! And just look what your aunt gave me.” She reached into her pocket and brought out two shillings. “For sweets for the little ones. I’m so lucky to work for Miss Marchmont. I only wish she had more positions to offer, because several members of my family are looking for employment. Did your aunt tell you I’ll be quite close to Harewood Hall? My family’s village is in Surrey as well.”

Penny did not know this, but was very interested to hear it. She leaned forwards on her seat at the little dressing table. “Polly, do you know anything about the maze at Harewood Hall?” she asked.

“Oh!” Polly started. “I … I have heard rumours, Miss. But it’s not for me to say.”

“Mr Crowley mentioned something about it being malicious!”

“I … er … perhaps you’d best ask your aunt about that, Miss. If you pop downstairs now, I think you might just have time for a pot of tea before your carriage arrives.”
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As it turned out, Aunt Harriet was packed and already waiting in the drawing room.

“I believe Cook has some freshly made Eccles cakes for us, too.” Aunt Harriet settled herself into her favourite armchair. Aunt Harriet’s drawing room was a riot of colour. There was an armchair of blazing orange, an armchair of an intense violet, and Aunt Harriet herself had changed into a travelling dress of emerald green with a tiny black chequered pattern.

Penny sat in the violet armchair, glad that Mr Crowley was nowhere to be seen. She had at least one hundred questions to ask her aunt and didn’t want him interrupting. In fact, she had so many questions, she wasn’t sure where to begin. Where was Harewood Hall? Who was Sir Fothergill? How were they related to him? Why was the maze on his estate malicious? Would Mr Crowley really use her as bait? Penny’s brain was exhausted. It had been a big enough morning just seeing the terrible state of her home. She was now more worried than ever about her parents. She wasn’t sure she was capable of being worried about a malicious maze, too.

Hopefully, some tea would soothe her rattled nerves. It usually did.

Perhaps Aunt Harriet sensed this, because she leaned forwards and patted Penny’s hand. “Now that we have a moment,” she said, “I think I have a little bit of explaining to do.”

Penny nodded.

A twinkle appeared in Aunt Harriet’s eye. “We, my dear, as you know, are off to Harewood Hall in Surrey. There, a distant cousin named Sir Fothergill has a maze on his estate. And that maze, Penny, would seem to be malicious, for the newspapers have recently been reporting that it is gobbling up the servants!”
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Penny’s eyes widened. The maze was gobbling up the servants? Whatever could her aunt mean?

Just at that moment, Polly entered the room.

“Thank you, Polly, I will pour,” Aunt Harriet said as Polly set the silver tea tray down on the small table beside Aunt Harriet’s armchair. Polly retreated and Aunt Harriet poured the tea into two pretty china cups decorated with ivy. She used small silver tongs to place Eccles cakes onto matching plates for them both, then paused and added a second Eccles cake onto each plate. “We will need our sustenance,” she said. “It is a journey of just over twenty-five miles.”

Penny nodded. This would take them around three to four hours by carriage.

Spying the Eccles cakes with their lovely brown pastry and sweet-smelling filling of currents, citrus peel and fragrant spices, Jones appeared and began to tug on Aunt Harriet’s arm. Aunt Harriet produced an apple. He hesitated and then took it grudgingly, eyeing the Eccles cakes the whole time.

“I did warn you, Jones,” Aunt Harriet said.

With a swish of his tail, Jones stomped off with his apple to see if his friend Wee Willie Winkie the kitten wanted a bite. (He did not.)

“Can you explain about the maze, Aunt Harriet?” Penny said. She didn’t think she could wait a minute longer to hear more about it. A maze that ingested servants? It sounded both horrifying and fascinating at the same time.

Aunt Harriet took a sip of her tea. “It would seem that servants working at Harewood Hall have entered its famous hedge maze and never been seen again. As I mentioned, there have been reports in several of the newspapers.”

Penny gasped. “The servants have never been seen again? That’s terrible, Aunt Harriet. But where can they have got to? They can’t have been lost in there forever. Weren’t search parties sent out? What does Sir Fothergill say about it all?”

Aunt Harriet took a bite of an Eccles cake. “All very good questions. I did think it strange that Sir Fothergill didn’t even mention the maze in his letter. But then he is never interested in anything much but his collecting.”

Penny’s eyebrows shot up. How could no one be asking these questions? She whipped out her notebook and jotted her thoughts down before she forgot them. She also drew the twists and turns of a hedge maze. And then a hedge with a little face peeking over the top.

“What is Sir Fothergill like?” Penny asked as she continued to sketch. Her parents had never spoken of him.

“Sir Fothergill is … I suppose ‘eccentric’ would be the word. Which, as it turns out, is my favourite sort of person.”

Penny looked up from her notebook. She hoped “eccentric” didn’t mean Sir Fothergill was behind the missing servants himself.

“Oh, no.” Aunt Harriet saw her expression. “He is eccentric in the best possible way. Not in a dangerous way at all. We will all be perfectly safe. I think.”

“So you don’t believe the maze is malicious?” Penny said.

“I would like to believe it’s malicious,” Aunt Harriet said, dreamily. “What a delicious notion. That a maze might have feelings! Wants! Desires!” She sat back in her chair and Penny could almost see her imagination at work, coming up with ideas of how a maze might be malicious.

“I don’t think it’s quite as delicious a notion for the servants who have gone missing,” Penny pointed out. As her aunt daydreamed, Penny dug deep in her mind and tried to remember all she knew about mazes. She surprised herself with remembering quite a few things from Miss Strickland’s. She recalled a school trip they had taken to Hampton Court, which had a famous maze. She also remembered a Greek myth that concerned a maze. An idea came to her. “Aunt Harriet, before we leave … do you have any books about mazes?”

“I do. In fact, Mr Crowley prepared a small pile of them when the newspaper stories about the maze began to appear a few weeks ago. They are sitting on my writing desk over there. We will take them with us.”

Jones chattered on hearing this.

“Yes, we will take you too, Jones,” Aunt Harriet replied.

He chattered again.

“No, Wee Willie Winkie had best stay here.”
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Aunt Harriet, Penny and Jones departed in the carriage just after luncheon. Mr Crowley waved them (or at least Aunt Harriet) off, saying he would be only a few hours behind them.

Penny had settled herself into her seat, Jones on her lap, and had just begun to pore over the books that Aunt Harriet had set aside. They had only been travelling for fifteen minutes when Aunt Harriet let out an “Oh!” and began patting down her pockets. Penny expected her aunt to produce a notebook, her silver propelling pencil and the little paper packet of peppermint humbugs she always kept on her person and begin writing.

But she did not.

Instead, Aunt Harriet proceeded to lift up her carpetbag from the floor of the carriage and rustled about in it.

“Oh, dear. Oh, my,” she muttered to herself, her head now entirely in the bag.

“Is there something wrong, Aunt Harriet?” Penny asked, awakening Jones in the process.

Aunt Harriet’s head reappeared. “I’m afraid, dear Penny, that there is.”
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Penny was immediately concerned. Aunt Harriet looked as if the world was ending. “Is it something terrible?” Penny asked.

“It is, rather. I have forgotten my notebook. I took it out of my carpetbag in order to write some notes and then placed it down most carefully upon the mantelpiece, reminding myself to pick it up on my way out of the room. And then I completely forgot to do so. I’m afraid we will have to return for it. I simply cannot continue my story without it. I am sorry, Penny.”

Penny breathed a sigh of relief. A forgotten notebook could be easily fixed. “That’s all right,” she said. “We haven’t been travelling for very long.”

Aunt Harriet rapped on the roof of the carriage in order to speak to the driver and they were soon on their way back to 21 Hyde Park Place.

As it turned out, on their arrival, there was a carriage already sitting and waiting in front of Aunt Harriet’s townhouse. Their driver pulled up behind it.

“I’ll fetch your notebook, Aunt Harriet,” Penny said. “I’ll be quick. You said it was on the mantelpiece?”

“That’s right. How helpful of you. It’s the one with the marbled cover. Thank you, Penny.”

“Come on, Jones,” Penny said, tapping her shoulder. “You can come for the ride.”

As it happened, Polly was busy sweeping the stairs out the front of the townhouse.

“Hello again, Polly,” Penny said, running up the stairs. “Aunt Harriet forgot her notebook.”

“Would you like me to get it for you, Miss?” Polly said.

“Oh, no. Thank you. I’ll run in. Why are you still here?”

“My cousin Will is stopping by to collect me at one o’clock, Miss.”

Penny remembered she was supposed to run her errand quickly. She said goodbye to Polly and she and Jones slipped inside the townhouse. Penny made her way to the drawing room and was about to enter when she slowed, hearing voices coming from inside. Two men were deep in discussion. She recognised only one of their voices – Mr Crowley’s. There was something urgent in their tone that made her pause. Something urgent and … underhanded. She looked up at Jones and held a finger to her lips, warning him not to chatter.

“It will only be a few more days,” Mr Crowley’s voice said. “A week at the most. And you are being handsomely paid for it.”

What was he talking about? Was this meeting why he had remained behind instead of travelling with her and Aunt Harriet?

“I don’t like it. I’m the one taking all the risk. And you flitting off here and there,” the other man said. “Who knows what you’ll have me doing next?”

Penny inched forwards in order to hear better. And a floorboard creaked.

Jones squeaked and tumbled down into her arms.

Immediately, there was movement in the room and footsteps approached the door.

Penny flung it open and entered huffing and puffing, as if she had just been running, carrying Jones the whole time. She made straight for the mantelpiece.

“What are you doing here?” Mr Crowley barked.

“Aunt Harriet forgot her notebook,” she replied, grabbing the marbled notebook. “I said I would run in and fetch it for her. Our carriage is waiting out the front.” She turned to leave the room and tried to catch a glimpse of the other man. But he had turned to stare out the window. Standing half-hidden by the drapes and with his frock coat and hat still on, she could not see what he looked like.

Penny paused, hoping Mr Crowley might introduce her.

“Well? What are you waiting for? Run back to your aunt and take that ridiculous monkey with you,” Mr Crowley snarled, his face decidedly red.

Penny left without a word. (Jones, however, shrieked loudly, upset by Mr Crowley’s insult.)

But outside, on the stairs, she stopped to speak to Polly again.

“Who is that man inside with Mr Crowley?” she asked.

Polly rested on her broom for a moment. “I’m not sure, Miss. Haven’t seen him before. Wouldn’t take off his coat nor his hat. Said he wouldn’t be staying long.”

“What did he look like?”

“Funny you should ask, Miss. Because the first thing I noticed about him was his little pinched face. Beady eyes. Skinny nose. For all the world he looked like a weasel. And I’d know, for my brothers used to keep them as pets.” She went back to her sweeping.

“Goodness. Well, I’d better get back to Aunt Harriet,” Penny said.

“Have a safe journey, Miss.” Polly waved her off.

Penny ran the rest of the way to the carriage and climbed inside, handing the notebook to her aunt.

“Oh, you are a dear, thank you. You too, Jones,” Aunt Harriet said, flipping through it quickly. She rapped on the carriage roof once more, letting the driver know they could be on their way. “What did Mr Crowley have to say? I’m sure he thinks me an awful scatterbrain.”

The carriage lurched, pulling away and Penny twisted in her seat, her eyes trained on the drawing room window. There, Mr Crowley stood, carefully observing the carriage’s departure, the dark outline of the other man just behind him. Penny watched them, answering her aunt’s question absentmindedly. “I’m not sure about Mr Crowley, Aunt Harriet.” This was true. The more time she spent with him, the more misgivings she had. The truth was, Penny wasn’t sure about Mr Crowley at all.
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The carriage bounced along the road. Aunt Harriet stared out the window and thought about her story, while Penny retrieved the books she had been leafing through and began to read once more. She was soon engrossed in a book of Greek myths. At first she didn’t understand why Mr Crowley had included it along with the other books. But then she spied a bookmark. She opened the book to the marked section and saw the Greek myth of Theseus and the Minotaur. Penny had learned about this myth at school. It had been her favourite one because of the maze and the mythical creature that lived within it. The other girls had thought the Greek myths were silly and useless, but Penny had loved learning about them. What Penny didn’t understand was how she could one day find herself in Miss Strickland’s study, in trouble for drawing mythical creatures such as unicorns in her notebook. The following day she was being told to write a whole essay on a mythical creature that was half bull and half man!

Adults could be so very strange. Sometimes they did not make sense at all!

Penny took out her notebook and drew a creature that was half Miss Strickland and half hedge maze. Now that was the sort of maze that would gobble people up – she was sure it would most likely prefer to feast on young ladies who did not have enquiring minds.

Aunt Harriet sighed as she stared out the window of the carriage. Penny realised she hadn’t been writing for several minutes now. Something was wrong.

“Is everything all right, Aunt Harriet?” she asked.

“Not entirely,” she replied, turning to look at Penny, tears in her eyes. “I’m afraid I had a disagreement with your parents before their sudden departure and now I’m quite sorry for it.”

“A disagreement?” Penny said. “What about?”

Aunt Harriet waved a hand. “Oh, it is nothing to trouble you with.”

“Was it about your work?” Penny knew very well that her parents did not approve of Aunt Harriet’s work. They thought she should write something more appropriate for a lady. Penny, of course, disagreed. As she had got older, she had begun to argue with her parents about it whenever the issue came up. Penny refused to take their side. Aunt Harriet’s writing gave others so much joy. So much so that they often taught family members to read so they might enjoy Aunt Harriet’s writing as well!

Aunt Harriet looked as if she would rather not discuss the quarrel.

“I think I am old enough to know, Aunt Harriet.”

Aunt Harriet sighed. “Yes, I suppose you are. Your parents would prefer that I do not sign another contract with Mr Crowley. And they are worried that my upcoming American tour will detract from their own. It’s all very upsetting and it’s making me out of sorts. I’m never short of words. But right now I’m really not quite sure what Drusilla is going to get up to in this maze.” She let out another sigh. “I don’t like being stuck. I’m not very good at it.”

“Do you ever take a break, Aunt Harriet?” Penny asked.

“A break? What do you mean?”

“It’s only that you finished one story and started another so quickly. Do you ever take time away from writing? Do you go abroad? Or to the seashore, for example?”

“Goodness, I hadn’t really considered it. Why would I want to do that?”

“I believe other people find it restful,” Penny explained.

“I see. Well, I am not like other people. You might have noticed.”

Penny stifled a chuckle. No, her aunt was not like other people. She had a monkey, wore the most outlandish, brightest clothing Penny had ever seen and wrote pages and pages of fabulous stories with a beautiful silver propelling pencil that the public clamoured to read. So, yes, her aunt was not like other people at all and that was what Penny liked best about her.

“Don’t worry, Aunt Harriet. Mr Featherstonehaugh will send that letter to Mama and Papa and everything will be sorted out.” Penny so hoped this was true.

“I do hope he’s quick about it,” Aunt Harriet said. She caught sight of the drawing in Penny’s notebook. “Is that a monstrous Miss Strickland?” She laughed. “You are clever.”

“I was reading Theseus and the Minotaur and wondering about monsters and mazes.”

“Oh, yes. Theseus and the Minotaur. What a wonderful story. The children sent as sacrifices to the terrifying monster in the maze. And the heroic Theseus who volunteered to slay the Minotaur and did so.”

“With the help of the clever Ariadne, who gave him a ball of red string to find his way out of the maze. And a sword to kill the Minotaur with.”

Aunt Harriet nodded. “I do have to admit both of those items came in very handy.” She drew back with a gasp. “Penny! That’s it! A monster is living in my maze. What a brilliant idea. May I steal it from you?”

Penny blinked. She wasn’t sure there was anything to steal. “Of course,” she said. “But do you still need to visit the maze if you have your story idea all worked out?”

“Oh, yes.” Aunt Harriet nodded. “Visiting a place always helps to add life and colour, I find.” She patted Penny’s hand. “Are you truly willing to give me your idea? I am not the sort of authoress who goes about stealing other writers’ ideas, you know.”

“But I’m not a writer,” Penny said.

“You never know. You are already an excellent artist. Just look at your notebooks, brimming with amusing sketches. And with the idea you’ve just had, you could one day be an accomplished writer as well, I’m sure.”

Penny couldn’t believe her ears. Her aunt thought she was an excellent artist? And maybe one day a writer? Not to mention a famous authoress was going to use her idea in a story and everyone would read it!

Aunt Harriet whipped out her propelling pencil, her notebook and her little paper packet of peppermint humbugs. Caught up in a writing whirlwind, she absentmindedly offered the paper packet to Jones.

“But …” Penny started, remembering he wasn’t supposed to have sweets.

Jones stretched out his tail and placed it over Penny’s mouth. He then selected the largest humbug he could find, popped it in his mouth and began sucking on it furiously. Funnily enough, Aunt Harriet made exactly the same noises as her pencil dashed across the page.
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The driver made good time, stopping only once to take a short break and to change the horses. This saw them turning into the long drive of Harewood Hall just after four o’clock.

“I hope the weather holds for us,” Aunt Harriet said. “It certainly looks like a deluge of rain is on the way.”

Aunt Harriet was right. The sky had continued to darken the entire journey.

“There it is, Penny,” Aunt Harriet pointed out, as a huge wall of green approached on their left. “There’s the maze.”

Penny forgot about the sky, her eyes widening as she took in the hedge maze. She hadn’t imagined it would be quite so tall, or the hedges so thick. And it seemed to go on forever. She pressed her face up to the carriage window, as did Jones, on her shoulder.

It honestly looked like it might swallow people up. Perhaps several. For every meal.

Penny gulped.

“And there’s the entrance,” Aunt Harriet continued. She reached up and rapped on the carriage roof. The carriage slowed and then stopped. “Come on then,” she said. “There’s not a moment to lose. We’re going in before the weather turns.”
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Penny and Jones scrambled out of the carriage.

“But Aunt Harriet, wouldn’t that be terribly rude of us?” Penny attempted to catch up to her aunt, who was striding towards the maze entrance. “Shouldn’t we go and see Sir Fothergill and unpack and all those sorts of things?”

“Pish-tosh.” Aunt Harriet waved a hand. “The driver will take our things to the house and the housekeeper will take care of them. Sir Fothergill isn’t one for formalities. He’ll be perfectly happy to see us at dinner.”

Penny hesitated. “The weather?”

“That’s why we need to go now.”

“Shouldn’t we take a ball of red string?” Penny said weakly, completely out of excuses. “Maybe … a sword or two?”

On the lawn, Jones chattered in agreement.

Aunt Harriet turned. “Penny, are you worried there is a monster in the maze?”

“Not a monster. It’s only … we don’t really know what happened. To the missing servants.”

“You will be perfectly safe with me. I’ve been inside the maze many times and here I am, alive to tell the tale. Come, Jones.” Aunt Harriet beckoned.

Jones scampered up onto her shoulder.

Penny eyed the maze entrance. She knew there had to be a logical explanation for the servants’ disappearances. And yet …

A distant roll of thunder made all three glance up at the sky. When Penny looked down again, she realised that Aunt Harriet and Jones had taken off and were entering the maze itself.

She ran to catch up with them.

Only a few steps into the maze, Aunt Harriet had stopped. “Left, or right?” she asked Penny.

“Right?” Penny guessed there was no correct answer.

“As good a choice as any!” Aunt Harriet took off yet again, her boots crunching on the gravel. As she went, she ran a hand down the left-hand side of the maze. She seemed to be having a very jolly time indeed.

Not wanting to lose her, Penny didn’t hesitate in following close behind. A hedge soon barred their way, forcing them to make a sharp left turn.

“Goodness.” Aunt Harriet’s step slowed. “Not the cheeriest atmosphere in here today, is it?”

Penny’s heart thumped. The thick yew hedges loomed high on either side, cutting out the gloomy afternoon’s remaining light. Penny was not a large person and she felt positively miniscule compared to the old trees that surrounded her.

“What else can you tell me about the maze, Aunt Harriet?” Penny asked as the trio set off again.

Aunt Harriet moved swiftly. “You must make your way to the goal in the centre. There you’ll find a beautiful little summerhouse with a silver bell. You must ring the bell to alert everyone to the fact that you have successfully completed your mission.”

“I see,” Penny said. She did not reveal to her aunt that she saw her mission not as locating the summerhouse, but as exiting the maze.

Preferably in one piece.

“It’s not an easy maze, mind you,” her aunt continued. “Apparently it’s one of the most difficult in the country.”

How unfortunate, Penny thought.

They then proceeded down a zigzag alley of quick left and right turns. So many that Penny felt dizzy.

Thunder rumbled overhead. “We’d best hurry!” Aunt Harriet’s pace quickened.

The many tight turns caused gravel to fly up into one of Penny’s boots. She bent down to fish out an errant stone. When she stood again, her aunt and Jones were no longer in sight.

Penny paused. “Aunt Harriet?” she said.

Unfortunately, thunder called out at exactly the same time, drowning out her voice.

“Aunt Harriet?” she tried again. “Jones?”

A flash of lightning now.

And yet another boom of thunder.

Had Aunt Harriet mentioned which direction she was heading in? Penny couldn’t recall.

[image: ]

Right, maybe.

Penny began to run. She took the right-hand turn and reached a wall immediately. Left or right now? She had no idea.

Left, maybe.

She took the left and reached another wall.

So many walls. It felt as if the maze was closing in on her. As if it was about to swallow her up whole.

Was that what had happened to the servants?

Had the maze devoured them alive?

The breeze, picking up now as the storm approached, made the branches of the yew hedges all around her rustle. All alone, Penny’s mind began to play tricks on her. It sounded as if the trees were talking to each other. “Get her. Take her,” they said.

“Eat her.”

Penny opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

Another flash of lightning. A boom of thunder. Quicker and louder this time.

“Aunt Harriet?” she tried yet again. “Jones?”

No reply.

Penny began to run then. Wildly. She let her fear take over, no longer thinking about where she was going. All she cared about was finding her aunt and Jones. She turned right and bolted down a long laneway. Her aunt and Jones remained nowhere in sight. Another right. Another left. She ran blindly, her chest heaving, calling out as she went, the thunder muffling her words. Twigs caught her clothes and snapped at her, as if the maze was angry with her for being inside it. Faster and faster she went until her lungs could not keep up and she had to stop. Doubling over, she gasped for breath. And remembered what someone had told her not so long ago.

Fear can cloud judgement, girls. When you feel afraid, take a deep breath and meet your fears head on. It is the only way they can be defeated in life.

She didn’t think Miss Strickland had meant this advice to concern malicious mazes. And still … it made sense.

It was only then, as she began to breathe easier, that Penny realised the world around her had darkened further still. An eerie feeling crept over her. As if there were eyes upon her. As if she was being watched.

Slowly, she drew herself upwards.

Only to find that she was being watched after all.

Because the monster of the maze was standing right in front of her.
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“Lost?” the monster asked.

Penny screamed.

The monster drew back in horror.

And that was when Penny realised the monster wasn’t a monster at all. It – he – was just a man. A very large man with a very bushy beard. He was wearing quite a wonderful outfit that consisted of a plum velvet smoking jacket with a matching velvet hat upon his head, complete with tassel hanging to one side.

Monsters didn’t wear velvet smoking jackets and hats with tassels.

At least, Penny didn’t think so.

“It’s getting a bit dark for us to be out here,” the man said. “You should never come out here in the dark.”

“Wh … why?” Penny asked, imaging the maze full of all sorts of nightmarish creatures. The sort that took servants.

“Commonsense. I came out here once in the dark and lost a pair of my glasses. Fell off and then I couldn’t find them. Most inconvenient. Don’t want you to lose yours, too!”

“Oh,” Penny said. For a moment she had thought he meant he had lost something much worse. Like servants. “Are you … Sir Fothergill?”

“I am Sir Fothergill! And you must be Miss Penelope Pickering. I’m not sure what you are, though.”

“A girl?” Penny tried.

Sir Fothergill tipped his head back and laughed as if this was the most amusing thing he had ever heard. “No, no. I mean, I believe us to be related somehow or other. Your mother is a distant cousin of mine, you see. I take it your aunt and that blessed monkey of hers are roaming about in the maze somewhere?”

“Do you think they’re lost, too?” Penny said.

“What? Lost? In a multicursal maze? Never! There’s a trick, you know.” He stretched out a hand and ran it over one of the thick hedges. “As you enter, put your hand on one of the walls – right or left, doesn’t matter – and don’t take it off again. You’ll find yourself out again in no time.”

“Oh!” Penny said. So that was why her aunt had been running a hand along the hedge. How clever of her. Just then, the high note of a little bell chimed out. As did a faint voice.

“Penny! Penny, follow the sound of the bell!”

“By Jove, there she is, already at the summerhouse. Come on then; I know the quickest path.”

Penny followed close behind Sir Fothergill, not wanting to find herself unexpectedly on her own again. Left and right and left and left again they went. Until, turning one last corner, they came upon the centre of the maze and a beautiful little summerhouse, covered in wisteria. And – an even more beautiful sight – Aunt Harriet and Jones.

Jones emitted a high-pitched squeal as he dashed towards Penny, threw himself into her arms and hugged her around the neck as if he would never let her go.

“Oh, Penny!” Aunt Harriet hurried over. “One minute you were there and the next minute you were gone. And the thunder was so loud! I knew I was close to the summerhouse, so thought I had best quickly make my way there and ring the little bell. I’m so glad Sir Fothergill found you. I was in quite a state.”

Splat.

Splat, splat, splat.

Before Penny could reply, fat drops of rain began to fall around them.

“Back to the house we go!” Sir Fothergill cried. “Follow me!”
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By the time they got back to the house, the rain was pelting down and everyone was soaked through.

“Quick! Straight to Mrs Nightingale.” Sir Fothergill pointed at a woman who was standing under the grand front entrance’s portico, looking out anxiously over the gardens. When Mrs Nightingale spotted the party running towards her, she threw her hands up in despair.

“Oh dear, the state of you all!” she called out, beckoning them over to her. “Come, let’s get you all inside, up to your rooms and into some dry clothes. And this must be Miss Pickering. What a delight! I am Mrs Nightingale, Sir Fothergill’s housekeeper. Anything you need during your stay, you just let me know and I’ll see to it.”

“Thank you, Mrs Nightingale,” Penny said.

“Now, Miss Marchmont. I’ve put you in the blue room, as I know it’s your favourite. I’ve sent a maid up to unpack for you, but we’re a bit short-staffed. If you wouldn’t mind finding your own way up there, I’ll take Penny to the green room myself. Then I’ll have some hot chocolate prepared and sent to the drawing room for you all. Jones, you can go straight to the fireplace, if you like.” As she spoke, Mrs Nightingale bustled the four of them here and there. Before Penny knew it, she was halfway up the imposing oak staircase with its lush red carpet.

Heavy gilt portraits of Sir Fothergill’s ancestors hung overhead as they made their way up to a landing and down a hallway.

“I hope you like the room.” Mrs Nightingale ushered Penny inside.

The room was large, with a magnificent four-poster bed. The fire had been lit some time ago, making the space warm and cosy, and Penny’s bag had been unpacked, too.

“I do wish I could spare a maid for you. It’s most embarrassing.” Mrs Nightingale offered Penny a blanket to wrap herself in as she stood before the fire and warmed her hands. “Now, what should we change you into? Perhaps this lovely navy blue wool with the grey braid? It looks warm.” She went over to hold up one of Penny’s dresses.

Warm sounded very appealing right now. “Yes, please,” she answered.

Mrs Nightingale moved the dressing screen towards the fireplace and hung Penny’s dress on it, along with a clean chemise, petticoat and knickers.

Penny handed the blanket to Mrs Nightingale, slipped behind the screen and changed outfits as quickly as she could. She placed her wet things on top of the screen as she went.

“All better?” Mrs Nightingale asked as Penny, dressed in her fresh clothes, came over to the fireplace once more. Mrs Nightingale had already placed her wet clothes neatly on a wooden rack to dry.

She was very good at her job, but Penny also knew these tasks were not a housekeeper’s role. She remembered Mrs Nightingale had twice mentioned being short-staffed and wondered if it was because of the maze. How many servants had they lost to it?

“Mrs Nightingale,” Penny asked, watching as the housekeeper stoked the fire, “I heard that the maze is … malicious. That some servants went in and didn’t come out.”

Mrs Nightingale froze, the poker in her hand. She stood quite still for a moment and then pulled back quickly, depositing the poker back onto its stand with a metallic clang.

“Servants? Servants went in and didn’t come out? I think not. We do not lose servants at Harewood Hall. I’d thank you not to repeat such silly rumours.” She began to rush about the room, picking up bits and pieces, as if she couldn’t wait to leave.

Penny frowned. Something was wrong. Mrs Nightingale had been so kind and calm before and now seemed quite distressed. “So there’s no truth to the story?” she tried again.

“It’s not nice to tell tales. I won’t hear anything more about it.” Mrs Nightingale hotfooted it to the door. “Will that be all, Miss?”

Oh, dear. She’d upset Sir Fothergill’s housekeeper. “I’m sorry, Mrs Nightingale. I didn’t mean–”

“I’ll go and see to that hot chocolate now. You make your way downstairs when you’re ready. Turn right at the bottom of the stairs and you’ll find the drawing room easily.” Mrs Nightingale slammed the door to the room behind her.
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Penny trudged downstairs feeling terrible for upsetting Mrs Nightingale. In hindsight, she saw that she should have been more careful with her words. Mrs Nightingale had denied that anything had happened concerning the maze and the servants, but Penny wasn’t so sure about that. Mrs Nightingale’s reaction suggested that something had most definitely happened. She seemed awfully distressed by Penny bringing the matter up. And of course she would be – as housekeeper, the servants were under Mrs Nightingale’s care. She was their protector at Harewood Hall.

Penny decided she would have to find out what had really happened some other way.

Penny turned right at the bottom of the stairs and followed the wide hallway along to where she could hear some voices. She entered the beautiful room, wallpapered in a mint green and full of gilt frames and extravagant golden silk furniture. Jones was curled up asleep on a pillow near the fireplace, happy as a clam. Aunt Harriet and Sir Fothergill were sitting in armchairs close to the fire as well, Aunt Harriet in a vibrant dress of canary yellow.

“Ah, there she is!” Sir Fothergill stood. He was now wearing a smoking jacket in a blue tapestry and a little soft hat of the same material. “Come and have some delicious hot chocolate. It’s just the thing to warm your bones.”

Penny took a seat in another of the armchairs and Aunt Harriet passed her a cup of hot chocolate.

“Drink up, Penny. I simply must take you to see Sir Fothergill’s hat room before dinner.”

“A hat room?” Penny said, not entirely sure she had heard correctly.

“Yes!” Aunt Harriet replied. “Sir Fothergill has a room full of hats. He’s quite the collector. It’s his passion in life, you know.”

“I do love a good hat,” Sir Fothergill admitted. “One feels quite naked without a hat on one’s old noggin.”

Penny drank her hot chocolate and then everyone set off for the hat room. Even Jones awoke when he realised where they were going.

“Jones loves the hat room,” Aunt Harriet told Penny.

Harewood Hall being so large, it took them some time to get to their destination. When Sir Fothergill opened the door, Penny saw that her aunt had been telling the truth – it truly was a room full of hats. Special shelves lined the walls and each hat rested upon its own special wooden hat block.

Penny moved around the room inspecting the hats. “I didn’t know there were so many kinds of hats,” she said.

“Oh, yes,” Sir Fothergill said. “There are bowler hats and pork-pie hats and top hats and deerstalkers and panama hats and pith helmets and all sorts. The list goes on and on. May I?”

Penny nodded and Sir Fothergill placed a dark blue beret of fine wool on her head. The ribbons hanging down the back tickled her neck. “I like the red pompom on top,” Penny said.

“It’s called a toorie. The hat is a Balmoral bonnet. It’s a part of Scottish Highland dress.”

Jones proceeded to scamper about the room, trying on anything and everything that took his fancy.

“I like that tricorn hat on you, Jones.” Sir Fothergill laughed at his antics. Penny turned to see Jones completely swamped by the huge triangular hat.

Aunt Harriet went over to save him, placing the hat back on its hat block. “The best thing about the hat room is that each hat has a story behind it,” she said. “And you know how I adore a story!”

Sir Fothergill held up the plum velvet hat with its tassel that he had been wearing earlier that day. It still looked a little damp. “This one I had to bargain most keenly for in a Moroccan market. I think I might have paid too much, because the fellow I bought it from took pity on me and threw in some camel’s milk for free. Delicious it was!”

“I’ve never tried camel’s milk,” Aunt Harriet said. “I wonder if Drusilla might one day find herself in Morocco?”

“What a splendid idea!” Sir Fothergill replied.

The pair began to discuss this idea, becoming more and more animated, hands flying everywhere. Aunt Harriet even got out her notebook and propelling pencil and began to take a few notes.

Penny looked on in awe. She had met so many interesting people in just a few short days. She adored how excited both Aunt Harriet and Sir Fothergill became by the things that interested them. Sir Fothergill really loved his hats. And Aunt Harriet was consumed by her writing and imagining what might happen next to Drusilla, of course. Penny decided she wanted to be just like them when she grew up.

Jones chattered, catching everyone’s attention. With a top hat on his head, he stood tall and stalked about, frowning and waving a finger as if he was telling them all off.

Penny put a hand over her mouth, stifling her laughter. Jones was impersonating Mr Crowley!

“Jones!” Aunt Harriet scolded, also trying not to laugh. “That is not very nice. Accurate, but not nice.” Jones duly chastised, Aunt Harriet turned back to discussing Morocco with Sir Fothergill.

Jones put the top hat back and reached for a white maid’s cap instead. As he put it on his head, some newspaper stuffing fell out of it. Penny went to retrieve the crumpled-up paper. As she picked it up from the floor, her eye caught the word “maze”. Curious, she smoothed the paper out.

The article was from one of the tabloid newspapers – the sort that Mr Crowley liked to read. They were always full of thrilling stories and Mr Crowley scanned them every day, forever on the hunt for inspiration for her aunt’s work. Penny perused the short piece of writing quickly. It spoke about how a country house in Surrey was home to a “malicious maze” and how several servants had made their way in there, never to be seen again. A servant, who wanted to remain nameless, was quoted. She said she had feared for her life while working at the stately home and had taken a position in London as soon as she could find one. She said anyone who took a position at the house would be “dicing with death”.

Penny shivered. It can’t have been a coincidence that the newspaper article was stuffed inside the maid’s cap.

Penny turned to see Sir Fothergill pluck the maid’s cap from Jones’s head. He held it up in front of himself, inspecting it. “What’s this doing here?”

“It’s not part of your collection?” Penny asked.

“Why, no,” Sir Fothergill said. “I suppose one of the maids must have left it in here by accident. Ah, there’s a name inside. Martha. Oh, yes, I remember her. I don’t think she’s with us now. Left not long ago. Bit of an odd business, from what I understand. Apparently, there was some silly talk in the newspapers about it.”

“What happened to her?” Penny asked. “What happened to Martha?”

“Hmm …” Sir Fothergill said. “I’m not entirely sure. The servants are Mrs Nightingale’s business and she assures me it was nothing. A storm in a teacup, so to say. She didn’t want to bother me with it as I was busy hunting down a hat in Hungary. Ah, here is Mrs Nightingale now.”

Penny turned to see Mrs Nightingale standing in the doorway. Her gaze moved from the cap in Sir Fothergill’s hand to the newspaper in Penny’s. As Penny watched, the woman’s face turned white as a sheet.

“Yes, Mrs Nightingale?” Sir Fothergill said.

“I, er …” she spluttered, one hand on her heart. “That is, dinner will be served shortly, sir. Also, I should let you know that Mr Crowley has just arrived. And he’s in a bit of a state.”
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Penny tried to pay attention to the conversation at dinner, her mind full of questions yet again. What had happened to Martha? Had she really gone missing in the maze? How could she find out more? She guessed from Mrs Nightingale’s reaction in both the bedroom and in the hat room that she knew more, but she didn’t seem willing to discuss the situation.

As Penny pondered how she might go about getting to the bottom of the matter, Mr Crowley told the very long and boring tale of his journey to Harewood Hall. While the party sipped their soup (Jones nibbled on a bowl of fruit), he explained how the weather had turned and his carriage had got stuck in a rut. It had taken over an hour for the driver to get it out.

“I hope it was worth staying back in London,” Aunt Harriet said.

“It most certainly was, for here is the illustration you wanted changed.” He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it before passing it to Aunt Harriet.

Aunt Harriet inspected it. “Oh, that is so much better. Exactly what I wanted. Drusilla’s expression was all wrong before.”

“The illustrator wasn’t happy, but I had him change it and run it over to your house for me.”

Ah, Penny thought. So that’s who was in the drawing room.

“I’m sorry if it was a lot of trouble,” Aunt Harriet said.

“Not at all. You must be happy with your work, and it is my job as your publisher to see that you are.”

Penny listened to this exchange with interest. When Mr Crowley had stayed behind in London and then been involved in a secretive meeting, she had feared the worst. She had thought he was up to some sort of underhanded trick again, just as he had been in Hampshire. But it seemed Mr Crowley had remained in London in order to sort out Aunt Harriet’s issue with the illustration. Perhaps she had been wrong about Mr Crowley and judged too quickly? Maybe he really did have her aunt’s best interests at heart? She stared at him thoughtfully.

Be prepared at all times to be incorrect, girls. Miss Strickland’s voice chimed in Penny’s head. Only by striving to uncover the truth do we truly further our quest for knowledge.

Penny must have been staring at Mr Crowley for too long, because she realised he was staring back at her with his usual cross expression.

“Ah, that reminds me.” He dipped his hand in his pocket for a second time. “Another postcard for Miss Pickering. Mr Featherstonehaugh was kind enough to drop it off to me as soon as it arrived.” He passed it to Aunt Harriet, rather than Penny.

Relief washed over Penny. Another postcard! This was good news. After seeing the laboratory left in such a state, she had been so very worried.

“Lovely. I do think these new picture postcards will catch on,” Sir Fothergill said. “Wonderful things.”

Aunt Harriet inspected the postcard, turning it this way and that, a frown crossing her brow. She then passed it to Penny, sitting next to her.

Penny took the postcard, happy in the knowledge that her parents were all right.

Or were they?

She inspected it this way and that as well, trying to make sense of it.

“I told you there was nothing wrong,” Mr Crowley said.

But there was something wrong. There was something very wrong indeed.

Her parents had lost their minds.

Penny stared at the front of the postcard. It was the exact same picture as the one on the first postcard she had received – a snowy-topped Matterhorn. Had her parents had so little time they hadn’t stopped to select postcards with different pictures on the front? But the back of the postcard was worse. Penny turned the postcard over and stared at it in horror.

Apart from her name and address, there was no other writing. There were only stamps. Stamps upon stamps upon stamps. Stamps that had been placed upside down, stamps that were sideways, stamps that overlapped each other.

She simply didn’t know what to make of it.

“Do you collect stamps, Penny?” Aunt Harriet asked.

Penny, still staring at the postcard, shook her head.

“Maybe your parents thought you might like to collect stamps?” Aunt Harriet continued.

Penny adjusted her glasses. Had her parents simply been too busy to write? Could they only locate stamps worth very little money and so had to use a lot of them? Did they think she might like to collect stamps, as Aunt Harriet suggested?

Aunt Harriet patted Penny’s hand. “Another postcard must help to settle your mind.”

Penny looked around the table. Sir Fothergill and Mr Crowley were spooning up their soup and chatting, Jones was eating his fruit and Aunt Harriet seemed content that they had received word from her sister and brother-in-law. Only Penny seemed even more troubled by the second postcard, which didn’t settle her mind at all, but filled it with so many more questions it was now fit to burst. Questions that it seemed only she was going to be able to find the answers to, as no one else seemed interested in asking them. She remembered something else Miss Strickland would say.

Ever onwards, girls! In this life we must always be curious. We must always ask why.

Penny slipped the postcard in her pocket. There was not much she could do about it here. Hopefully, Mr Featherstonehaugh’s enquiries would locate her parents and she would find out more.

“Sir Fothergill mentioned he located you in the maze.” Mr Crowley changed the topic as the soup bowls were removed from the table. “How is Drusilla’s next adventure coming along?”

Aunt Harriet clapped her hands together. “Penny gave me the most fabulous idea. There will be a monster in the maze. Just like the Greek myth about Theseus and the Minotaur.”

“Yes,” Mr Crowley said pointedly. “I thought Theseus and the Minotaur might provide some inspiration. I marked that chapter specifically.”

Penny lifted her napkin and stuck out her tongue behind it.

Aunt Harriet didn’t seem to notice his jibe. “I’ve written a little so far. I’ll continue after dinner tonight,” she replied.

“Well, I, for one, am looking forward to reading it, my dear,” Sir Fothergill said. He turned to Penny. “Cracking writer, your aunt. That Drusilla! Whatever will she get up to next?”
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After dinner, everyone settled in the drawing room. Sir Fothergill read a book, Mr Crowley read one of his fantastical newspapers, Aunt Harriet wrote and Jones napped by the fire. Penny tried to sketch in her notebook, but once again couldn’t concentrate. She had tucked her parents’ postcard inside and once she caught sight of it, could only stare at it and wonder about all those stamps.

“Sir Fothergill,” Penny said, after a while. “Would it be all right if I explored the house a little?” She couldn’t solve the mystery of the postcard right now, but perhaps she could try solving a different mystery – the mystery of the malicious maze.

“Of course, my dear!” he said. “Roam wherever you would like.”

Penny slipped from the room. She knew exactly where she should go – to the kitchen. The best, most reliable information in a house like Harewood Hall was always to be found in the kitchen. Servants saw and knew everything that went on and they tended not to sugar-coat their words. Hopefully the kitchen would provide the answers she was looking for.
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Penny knew the kitchen would be located close to the dining room and found the corridor that led to it without any trouble. She expected to find several servants going in and out of the scullery, but saw no one. She could hear voices, however, so she knew there were people in the kitchen itself.

Penny hovered in the entry to the vast room, which was full of shiny copper pots and pans and a huge well-scrubbed wooden table. Steam rose from a kettle on the large black range. “Hello,” she called out. The voices were coming from a room off to the side that she guessed was the larder.

Three people appeared. An older, ruddy-cheeked woman who Penny supposed was the cook and two young servants – a boy and a girl.

“Ah, Miss Pickering, isn’t it?” the woman said, carrying over some bread and cheese and thumping them down on the wooden table. “I’m Mrs Parry, the cook. And this here is Daisy, the scullery maid and Tom … what exactly are you, Tom?”

“Don’t rightly know, Mrs Parry. Stableboy, I think.” Tom did not take his eyes off the bread and cheese for a moment.

Seeing his wistful gaze, Mrs Parry set about cutting sizeable chunks off both the loaf of bread and wheel of cheese and handed them to him. He immediately began to wolf them down. “You’re more growing lad than stableboy, I think. Once upon a time it would have shocked me to my very core that you didn’t know your proper job title. But I suppose all of us do a bit of everything around here now that we can’t get staff,” Mrs Parry said.

“That we do,” Daisy agreed. “It’s a good thing Sir Fothergill is only interested in his hats.”

Mrs Parry gave her a cross look. “Don’t you be worrying about what Sir Fothergill is, or isn’t, interested in. Now off with you into the scullery and finish up your work.”

Daisy scampered off past Penny to the scullery. As she went, she gave Penny a long look that suggested she wanted to stay.

Mrs Parry crossed her arms. “Now, what are you doing down here, Miss Pickering? This is no place for a young lady. You can’t be hungry already?”

“Oh, no, Mrs Parry. It was a delicious dinner, thank you. It’s only … I had a question to ask.”

“Oh? And what’s that?”

Penny had considered her question along the way. She remembered how asking about the maze hadn’t gone down very well with Mrs Nightingale. She’d decided she needed to ask in a more roundabout way this time. “It’s just that I’m curious. About the maze. Can you tell me anything about it?”

At the mention of the maze, Tom looked up from his bread and cheese.

Mrs Parry, seeing his sudden interest, frowned. “What about it? It’s just a maze made of hedges. There’s nothing to know, really. You go in, you ring the little bell, you come out. And that’s that.”

“But …”

“There’re no buts,” Mrs Parry said brusquely. She collected up the bread and cheese and took them back to the larder.

“Or perhaps you could tell me about Martha?” Penny tried. “Was there a maid who used to work here called Martha?”

There was a long pause in which Tom and Penny stared at each other.

“I can’t remember every maid who works here.” Mrs Parry’s voice floated out from the larder.

When Mrs Parry returned, it was as if the maze and Martha had never been mentioned. “Now, off with you, Tom. I’ll see you for breakfast in the morning.”

“Yes, Mrs Parry.” Tom slid out from his seat and made his way to the door, his food in his hands. But, like Daisy, he also gave Penny a curious look as he went.

“So, it’s safe to go into the maze then?” Penny tried one last time.

Mrs Parry tutted. “Of course it is. Unless you’re frightened of hedges.”

Penny could see that was all the information she was going to get out of Mrs Parry. “Thank you, Mrs Parry,” she said. She turned and made her way back down the corridor.

She peeked into the scullery as she went past, hoping to speak to Daisy. But the moment Penny’s boots ceased clicking on the slate floor, Mrs Parry called out, “Daisy! Into the kitchen a moment.”

Daisy scampered past yet again and there was no time for Penny to ask her any questions. She did, however, give Penny yet another sidelong glance as she ran by.

Penny guessed that Daisy knew something about the maze. Perhaps Tom did, too.

Penny desperately wanted to speak to them both. She would have to find a way to track them both down when Mrs Parry wasn’t watching.

Penny sighed as she walked back up the corridor. She wasn’t sure what to do now. She didn’t really want to explore the house, like she’d told Sir Fothergill. It had only been a ruse so she could go to the kitchen. She paused at the end of the corridor. She could open the door in front of her and exit the servants’ area, or there was another corridor to her left with another door at the end of it. Penny decided to try her luck. Perhaps there might be some other servants around she could speak to?

Her luck, as it turned out, was good.

The door led directly into the stable yard.

The moon was bright. Penny scanned the red brick yard, looking for servants she might talk to. Finally, she spotted a shadowy figure standing half-concealed by the wide brick archway that led out of the yard.

As quietly as she could, Penny made her way over to the figure. She was pleased when she saw it was Tom, the stableboy. He was leaning against the archway and finishing off his bread and cheese, a cloth bundle tied up and resting at his feet. He stared out at the outline of the maze, beyond.

“Hello,” Penny said.

Tom jumped and snatched the bundle from the ground. “Sorry, Miss. I’ll be off, Miss.”

“No, don’t go,” Penny said. “I was hoping I’d find you.”

“You were?”

“Yes. I wanted to ask you about the maze. What do you know about it?”

“Nothing, Miss. I wish I did, though.”

Penny didn’t understand. “What do you mean, exactly?”

Tom clutched the fabric bundle in his arms. “Well, Miss, it’s like I said before. I’m supposed to be a stableboy – that’s what I was hired as – but they’ve got me doing all sorts because there’s not enough staff. Now they want me to go in the maze and paint the summerhouse. I’ve been putting it off, but Mrs Nightingale gave me a warning today. She said if I don’t get started by sundown tomorrow, I won’t have a job any more. Thing is, I need the work. My da’s not well and my family needs the money.”

“And you don’t want to paint the summerhouse?”

“No, Miss. Everyone knows you go in there, you don’t come out again. It takes the servants.”

Penny frowned. “But how does it take them? How many servants have disappeared? Have the police been called?” The only servant she had heard about the maze “taking” was Martha. And while she could see Sir Fothergill had little time for anything but his hats, she was surprised that Mrs Nightingale had not called the police if a servant had truly disappeared.

Something wasn’t right here.

“I don’t know the ins and outs of it all, Miss. Mrs Nightingale says the rumours aren’t true. But I’m still not willing to go in there and risk it.” Tom lifted up his fabric bundle. “Which is why I’ve got this. My things. I was thinking about running away tonight.”

Some footsteps on the gravel made them both turn. Thankfully, it was only Daisy, the scullery maid.

“I’ve been looking for you, Miss,” Daisy whispered, beckoning Penny and Tom into the shadows. “I heard you asking about the maze. And about Martha.”

“That’s right,” Penny said. “Do you know something?”

“Not really, Miss. But I know someone who does. Go into the village. Ask for Nellie Hollis. That’s Martha’s sister. And best take some money to tempt her with.”

“But what … how …” Penny couldn’t think of which question to ask first.

“I’ve got to go before I’m missed.” Daisy ran off in the direction of the house.

Penny and Tom looked at one another. “Do you know what she was talking about?” Penny asked.

Tom shook his head. “No, Miss. But I want to find out!”

“So do I. Do you think you could ready a horse first thing tomorrow morning?” she asked.

“Yes, Miss.”

“And an odd request, I know, but might I borrow a set of your clothes? It might be a good idea if I go in disguise.”

“My clothes? Er, of course, Miss.”

“And Tom?”

“Yes, Miss.”

“Don’t run away just yet. I get the feeling we might be about to get to the bottom of this.”
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Aunt Harriet looked up just long enough to slather a triangle of toast with marmalade and then kept on writing.

“Do excuse me, Penny. I know I’m being terribly rude.”

Across the breakfast table, Penny finished cutting up an apple for Jones and passed it to him on a plate. “That’s all right, Aunt Harriet. I don’t mind.”

Aunt Harriet continued her frenzied scribbling. “It’s only it comes to me so quickly in my dreams. I’m always afraid that if I don’t write everything down as soon as I wake up, all the words will simply float away.” She paused for a moment. “Which explains why I am up so early, but what are you doing up?”

“I thought I might go for a ride to the village,” Penny said. She didn’t feel too bad, as this was true.

“A ride! Lovely. Here, best you take some money with you to purchase a bun, or something for the horse. Oats, perhaps?” Aunt Harriet brought a coin purse out of her pocket and counted out three shillings, quite a generous amount.

“Thank you, Aunt Harriet.” Three shillings would be more than enough to tempt Nellie Hollis with. Penny wolfed down her honeyed toast, gulped the last of her tea down and was out the door in a moment. “Come on, Jones,” she called out. Jones scampered from his seat, clutching the rest of his apple.

Penny lost no time in finding her way to the stables, Jones at her heels.

“Flora’s all ready for you, Miss.” Tom was brushing a lovely black pony. “She won’t give you any trouble.”

Flora eyed Jones warily, but didn’t seem skittish, which Penny was glad of. She wasn’t the most confident of riders.

“And here are the clothes you asked for.” Tom passed over a number of folded items. “You can get changed in there, if you like.” He nodded towards an empty stall.

“Thank you.” Penny took the clothes to the stall. There she shimmied out of her dress and put on Tom’s trousers, shirt and waistcoat and hid her hair in his cap.

“What do you think?” she said on returning.

Jones screeched in delight.

Tom nodded. “Not bad, Miss. No one will think you’re Miss Penny Pickering come visiting from the big house, that’s for sure.” He helped Penny up onto Flora. “Straight out the front gate, turn left and you’ll be in the village in no time.”
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It was a beautiful sunny day and Flora was a very well-behaved pony. Normally, Penny would have enjoyed such a ride, but she couldn’t today – not with her heart beating so wildly in her chest.

She turned left at Harewood Hall’s grand front gates and began to calm as she trotted towards the village, Jones clinging onto the saddle in front of her. Before too long she encountered another party on the road – a man and a woman walking beside a donkey that was pulling a cart full of vegetables.

“Best pop inside Tom’s waistcoat,” she told Jones. “We don’t want to cause a scene.”

Obligingly, Jones did just that.

“Excuse me,” Penny called out to the man and woman as they approached. “Have you come from the village?”

“That we have,” the man replied.

“Would you happen to know Nellie Hollis?”

The man and the woman looked at each other.

“You’re wanting the Hollis family?” the woman finally said. She sounded surprised. “They have a cottage just outside the village. But …” She glanced over at the man, who shrugged. “May as well say it, for the Hollis’s are no friends of ours. We just seen Nellie about a mile up the road here. In the Robinsons’ orchard, scrumping apples.”

“Oh,” Penny said, a little bit shocked. Everyone knew scrumping was just a nice word for stealing. “Well, thank you both. You’ve saved me a lot of trouble.” Penny was glad she had thought to wear Tom’s clothes. She didn’t think she would have received quite so much information if she had looked like she was a guest at the big house.

The man doffed his cap and the pair walked on with their donkey. Jones popped his head out of Tom’s waistcoat.

“Scrumping apples, Jones!” Penny said, looking down at him. “This should be interesting.”
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About a mile up the road, Penny came to a stone wall and, behind it, an apple orchard. It didn’t take her long to spot a girl running about. And she wasn’t just taking one or two apples to eat – she had left one bulging sack beside a tree and was filling up another one!

It didn’t take the girl long to notice she was being watched. She dropped her sack and came over to the stone wall. Penny dismounted Flora and tied her reins to a nearby tree.

“What are you and your monkey staring at?” the girl said, when she reached them. “And why are you dressed like a stableboy?”

So much for her disguise. “Are you Nellie?” Penny tried.

“Who’s asking?” She reached into her pocket, pulled out an apple and took a bite.

Penny took this as a yes. She cleared her throat. “I was told you might know something. About the maze. At Harewood Hall.”

Nellie said nothing. She kept munching on her apple, then turned around and spat out a bad bit.

Jones chattered.

“He’s got a lot to say.” Nellie sniffed.

Penny remembered the coins in her pocket. She brought out a shilling and placed it on the stone wall.

Nellie snatched up the money. “What do you want to know about the maze for?”

“Do you know something about the maze? About Martha?”

“Martha’s me sister. I know that much.”

“And she used to work at Harewood Hall?”

Nellie shrugged. “For a time, she did.” She finished eating the apple, threw the core over her shoulder, then immediately brought another one out of her pocket and took a bite.

Penny looked at Jones. What a rude girl! She didn’t even offer them a stolen apple. Not that they would have taken one.

Penny took another coin from Tom’s trouser pocket and put it on the stone wall. Once again, Nellie snatched it up.

“Did something happen to Martha at Harewood Hall? Something involving the maze? I found a newspaper clipping in Sir Fothergill’s hat room and …”

Nellie laughed. “You found that? Pity. It was meant for Sir Fothergill. I know Mrs Nightingale is trying to keep everything from him.”

“Keep what exactly?” Penny didn’t understand. “And how did you put the clipping there? You don’t work at the house.”

“Got my ways. Is that gent there? The tall one? Always reading the newspapers and writing all those letters?”

“Mr Crowley?” How on earth did Nellie know who Mr Crowley was?

“That’s him.”

Penny was getting impatient now. “What do you want with Mr Crowley?”

Nellie gave her a sly look. “Wouldn’t you like to know? I might tell you the whole story. If you give me the monkey.”

Penny gasped. “Never!” She hugged Jones tight.

“Well, then.” Nellie turned as if to go back to her scrumping.

It was then that Penny realised she’d gone about this all wrong. She needed to be smarter than this. She coughed to get Nellie’s attention and held up the last shiny silver shilling.

But this time she didn’t place it on the stone wall.

Nellie came back over.

“I want to know the truth about Martha and the maze,” Penny said. “And about how you know Mr Crowley, too.”

Nellie’s eyes narrowed. Quick as lightning, she reached out and gripped Penny’s wrist, seizing the coin from her fingers. “You want to know the truth? You pass along some messages from me. You tell that Mr Crowley Martha’s still waiting. And then you tell Mrs Nightingale she better do what she’s supposed to do before any more servants go missing.”
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Riding Flora the short distance back to Harewood Hall, Penny was cross with herself for giving Mr Crowley the benefit of the doubt. He was most definitely tangled up in this maze business somehow. She guessed that the meeting she had witnessed in Aunt Harriet’s drawing room hadn’t been with the illustrator at all. Who had the man been, then? What was Mr Crowley up to this time? Penny was more than a little worried about passing along any messages from Nellie to either Mr Crowley or Mrs Nightingale. What if the pair of them were behind Martha’s disappearance? Despite the warm day, Penny shivered.

She would have to be careful about what she did next.

Tom was busy mucking out the stables when she returned. “That was quick, Miss,” he said, helping her down off Flora. Jones, however, refused to dismount, happy in the company of his new friend. “Did you find out what’s going on with the maze?”

“Not quite,” Penny said. “But I think I’m about to. You don’t happen to know where Mr Crowley is, do you?” She ducked into the next stall and quickly changed back into her own clothes.

“Matter of fact I do, Miss,” Tom called out. “I’ve just been in the kitchen and Daisy’s about to take some tea in to him in the library. She said he’s been in there writing letters all morning.”
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Penny left Jones with Flora and Tom and hurried along to the library, a sick feeling in her stomach. She had no idea what she was about to do or say to Mr Crowley, but she somehow needed to find out how he was connected to Martha and how she had gone missing in the maze. What had Nellie meant when she said Martha was still waiting? Still, Penny did feel better about one thing – it definitely sounded as if Martha was alive and well.

As she made her way down the hallway, Penny could hear voices coming from the library. She slowed as she approached the doorway and peeped around the corner of the door. She could see the backs of two people. There was Daisy, holding a laden tea tray, and Mr Crowley, sitting at a large desk. He had obviously not had a very good morning of letter writing as there were several pieces of balled up writing paper scattered around his feet.

“Let me tidy this up for you, sir.” Daisy placed the tea tray down on the far end of the desk. She bent down and began to pick up the discarded paper.

Mr Crowley grunted. “I’m done here. I’ll take my tea in the drawing room with Miss Marchmont and Sir Fothergill. And have this posted for me immediately.” He handed Daisy a letter and stood from the desk.

Penny panicked, realising Mr Crowley was about to leave the room. She pulled back from the doorway and thought fast. The drawing room was further along the hallway to the left. She took a few quick steps away and hid behind the case of a grandfather clock and hoped to goodness that he would go straight there.

She held her breath as footsteps approached the library door. There was a pause and then the footsteps continued along the hallway towards the drawing room.

Penny stuck her head out. Mr Crowley was nowhere in sight.

She breathed a sigh of relief.

Penny hotfooted it into the library, where she found Daisy placing the last piece of balled up writing paper into a small rubbish bin. Mr Crowley’s letter was lying on the desk.

“Oh, hello, Miss Pickering.” Daisy spotted her. “Would you like tea in the drawing room as well?”

“That would be lovely, thank you.” Penny sidled over to the desk and cast her eye over the waiting letter. It was addressed to the editor of the Illustrated Police News, which Penny knew was one of the tabloid newspapers.

Daisy picked up the letter and popped it into her pocket. “I have to post this. Mr Crowley likes all of his mail to be posted promptly,” she said. She looked from the tea tray to the rubbish bin and back again. “I’d best take that tea in to them before it gets cold. I’ll come back for the rubbish, Miss.”

“Of course,” Penny said. “I might just look for a new book to read while I’m here.”

“Yes, Miss,” Daisy replied, already retreating.

The moment Daisy was out of sight, Penny fell upon the bin. She tipped the contents out, smoothing out the pieces of writing paper as fast as she could. Her eyes scanned the writing. It seemed to be the same letter written over and over again, with only slight changes, as Mr Crowley struggled to get his wording right. In the letter, Mr Crowley demanded to know why an article had not been run in the paper. It mentioned that his acquaintance – “M” – was awaiting payment whether the article was published or not.

Pondering this, Penny scrunched up the pieces of writing paper once more and put them back into the rubbish bin.

Awaiting payment.

Waiting.

M

M for Martha. You tell that Mr Crowley that Martha’s still waiting, Nellie had said.

Penny gasped as the puzzle pieces fell into place. Martha was the “acquaintance” Mr Crowley spoke of in his letter! It was just like on her last adventure with her aunt – Mr Crowley really was up to his old tricks again, profiting on the side from her aunt’s work. He’d been leaking this story of the malicious maze to the newspapers and receiving payment for doing so. Perhaps he was even behind the tale in the first place!

But that still didn’t explain where Martha was. Or exactly what had happened to her.

Penny clambered to her feet.

There was one person left to ask.

Penny strode from the room.

She wasn’t scared of the maze any more.

And she wasn’t scared of Mrs Nightingale, either.
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Penny tried the kitchen first, but Mrs Parry said she hadn’t seen Mrs Nightingale in some time. “She was speaking to Tom about something before,” she told her.

“Tom!” Penny called out, as she bolted from the kitchen to the stable yard.

“Over here, Miss!”

Tom was busy feeding Flora, who was happily munching away on some hay. Jones was still with them. Penny watched as he tried some hay himself and then spat it out. He looked like he would far prefer a peppermint humbug.

“Have you seen Mrs Nightingale?” Penny asked.

“I have, Miss. She’s in the maze.”

Penny started. “What’s she doing in there?”

“Well, Miss, it’s all a bit odd. She asked me if I’d painted the summerhouse yet and I had to confess I hadn’t. I thought she’d send me packing right then and there as I was supposed to have done it by now. Sir Fothergill himself requested it be painted for a party he’s holding in there next week. But instead of giving me my marching orders, she took off in tears.”

“That is odd,” Penny said. “Odd, but somehow not … unexpected. Come on, Jones, we’re going back into the maze.”
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Jones on her shoulder, Penny entered the maze in a far calmer state of mind than the first time around. She trailed a hand along the left-hand hedge and followed the path without distraction. Today the sky was blue and kind. Twigs caught at her sleeve and were just twigs. She saw now how she had allowed her imagination to spiral out of control yesterday. She was half horrified, and half impressed with what it had been able to dream up. It was amazing how powerful the imagination could be and what it could make you believe.

Around and around Penny went, doubling back and moving forwards. She felt silly retracing some of her steps, but not knowing the maze, she knew this was the smartest way to get to the summerhouse in the least amount of time.

Penny turned a corner and, just like that, there was the summerhouse … and Mrs Nightingale was up a ladder, painting it! Penny blinked. This was so far from a housekeeper’s job, she could barely believe her eyes.

Hearing footsteps on the gravel, Mrs Nightingale startled atop the ladder, almost losing her footing in the process. The ladder wobbled and Penny darted over to steady it.

She readied herself to ask some very direct questions. As Mrs Strickland liked to say, Straight to the point, girls! Don’t find yourselves lost going a more difficult way!

“Mrs Nightingale,” Penny began. “I’ve come for the truth about Martha and the maze.”

Mrs Nightingale stared down at Penny and Jones and then promptly burst into tears.

Penny and Jones looked at one another and then back up at Mrs Nightingale, who was now howling.

“Mrs Nightingale, please come down,” Penny coaxed. “I don’t want you to slip again.”

Mrs Nightingale’s cries only became louder. But she must have seen sense, because she slowly descended the ladder and came to stand in front of Penny and Jones, the paint tin and brush still in her hand.

“How did you know to find me in here?” the housekeeper gulped.

Penny thought it best not to say. She didn’t want to get Tom into trouble. It was probably best to get straight down to business. “I’ve just spoken to Martha’s sister, Nellie. She told me – and excuse my wording – that you had better do what you’re supposed to do before any more servants go missing.”

Mrs Nightingale sucked in her breath and then began wailing once more.

“Oh, dear,” Penny said. She took the brush and paint tin from Mrs Nightingale as it was in danger of tipping over and spilling all over the gravel. She saw now that Mrs Nightingale was not behind the maliciousness of the maze at all. Perhaps a different approach was called for. “Mrs Nightingale, it would be wonderful if you could tell me what’s really going on,” she said. “Maybe I can help you?”

It took some time before the housekeeper was able to calm down. When she did, it seemed she had developed rather a nasty case of the hiccoughs.

“Perhaps,” hiccough, “you had better,” hiccough, “come into the kitchen,” hiccough, “and I’ll tell you the whole sorry tale over a cup of tea,” she said.
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Penny, Jones and Mrs Nightingale abandoned the paint tin and brush and made their way to the kitchen, collecting Tom on the way. There, Mrs Parry tutted about, preparing a pot of tea and some fresh gingerbread on a plate. Daisy fetched a carrot for Jones.

“You know it all had to come out sooner or later, Mrs Nightingale,” the cook said, when they were all sat around the large wooden table. “We couldn’t go on like this forever.” Quick as lightning, she reached over and tapped Tom’s hand as it was about to reach for a third piece of gingerbread. “Best what happened to Martha is out in the open. Maybe someone will have an idea of what we should do.”

“But what happened to Martha?” Penny was desperate to find out.

Mrs Nightingale sighed. “I don’t like to speak ill of people, but it can’t be helped where Martha’s concerned. She was a lazy, good-for-nothing girl right from the start. Didn’t do as she was asked. Stole from the larder. Stole from the other servants, too!”

Penny and Jones, having met Nellie, looked at each other. They weren’t all that surprised.

“She would take herself off into the maze so we couldn’t find her,” Mrs Nightingale continued. “When I finally sent her on her way, she cornered me and said she wanted a letter of recommendation. She wanted to go off to London to find work there, and a letter of recommendation would mean she’d find employment in a good house. I wanted to give her a letter to get her out of my hair, but I knew I couldn’t. She’d only go and make trouble for someone else.”

“True enough.” Mrs Parry nodded. “You were right not to give her that letter. Now tell Miss Pickering what happened next.”

“Well, when I refused her the letter, she gave me a nasty pinch on the arm and told me she was going to spread rumours about me in the village. She said she’d make sure that no one would want to work here ever again. I was so furious that I told her I wished the maze she spent so much time in had gobbled her up. She laughed and laughed at that and then went on her way.”

“And what happened then?” Penny asked.

“She left for London very early the next day to try her luck anyway. As soon as she left, she had her spiteful siblings spread rumours that she’d been taken by the maze. It quickly became harder to get staff locally. And then before long, I couldn’t get them from London either, because she managed to contact the tabloid newspapers, who began running the story and saying that more than one servant had disappeared.” Mrs Nightingale burst into a fresh flood of tears. “When Sir Fothergill finally finds out the truth about all this, he’ll see it’s my fault we can’t get staff and he’ll send me on my way! I’ll never find another position. Not at my age. I’ll end up in the workhouse for sure.”

“There, there.” Mrs Parry patted the housekeeper on the arm. “We’ll sort it somehow.”

“There’s got to be a way,” Daisy chimed in. “You’re a wonderful housekeeper, Mrs Nightingale. Sir Fothergill wouldn’t want to lose you.”

“And don’t you worry about that summerhouse, Mrs Nightingale. I’ll paint it for you this very afternoon,” Tom said. “I’m sorry I was too scared to go in there before.”

“You’re a good lad,” Mrs Nightingale said. “And thank you, Daisy. I’m sorry if I’ve been harsh on you both.”

Penny took a deep breath. So that was the truth of it. It wasn’t a malicious maze at all, it was a malicious maid. There was only one thing she didn’t understand. “Mrs Nightingale, did Martha know Mr Crowley well?” she asked.

“Oh, yes. Mr Crowley’s been a guest here with your aunt several times. All the maids are familiar with him. In fact, they tend to avoid him because he’s always making them run off to post his letters, or to pick up his newspapers in the village.”

So that’s how the pair knew each other! Penny could see how it had all played out now. Martha had left for London, leaving her family to start spreading rumours about the maze. Perhaps after a while, she’d begun to wonder how she might spread the rumours even further. Somehow she must have approached Mr Crowley, perhaps to ask for his help in contacting the tabloid newspapers. She would have known he was familiar with the editors because she’d had to post all his letters back at Harewood Hall. Of course, Mr Crowley would have been only too happy to oblige. He would have made sure Martha received a fine sum for her lies. Some of which, no doubt, went into Mr Crowley’s own pocket.

Penny wasn’t sure all the details were correct, but she bet she wasn’t far off. She would have to see what Mr Crowley had to say about all this later.

But right now, Mrs Nightingale’s problem remained. And Penny wanted to help her solve it. Especially because doing so would mean an end to Martha’s spiteful rumours and to Mr Crowley’s money-making scheme, if that’s what he was up to.

As everyone ate and drank around her, Penny got out her notebook and sketched while she thought. She drew Nellie munching on an apple, she drew a hand rifling through a trunk of someone else’s possessions, she drew Martha’s skirts peeking out behind a hedge in the maze. As she sketched, she sipped on her tea and thought for a good long moment about how she might be able to help solve Mrs Nightingale’s staffing problem.

And she found the solution was right there waiting for her.

“Tom,” she said. “Does Sir Fothergill have a horse and cart that could carry around fifteen people?”

“Yes, Miss.”

“And Mrs Parry, would you be able to whip up a fine afternoon tea?”

“Happy to, Miss.”

“Excellent. If I could have some writing paper, I think I might have found a way to solve your staffing problems this very afternoon.”
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Penny wrote her letter, gave Tom instructions and he went on his way to deliver it. Exhausted after her journey and all her organising, she took herself off to sit in a quiet corner of the drawing room, where Aunt Harriet was writing. Mr Crowley was, as per usual, reading a newspaper. Sir Fothergill had a book rested upon his nose and was snoring. Jones, tired too, soon joined him in this activity, curling up by the fire.

“How was your ride, Penny?” Aunt Harriet finally looked up.

“It was … revealing,” Penny answered. “I met a girl named Nellie. She has a sister called Martha.”

Mr Crowley lowered his newspaper.

“Is that the Illustrated Police News you’re reading, Mr Crowley? I hear the editor there is most discerning about the content he prints.”

Mr Crowley gave her an odd look.

“Aunt Harriet,” Penny continued, “I have some pleasant news. We are going to have a special tea this afternoon. With visitors.”

Sir Fothergill woke up with a snort. “What’s that? Tea? Visitors? I like both those things very much. What a wonderful surprise. I love surprises, too.”

“I don’t,” said Mr Crowley, still staring Penny down.

“Do you think they’ll want to take a turn in the maze?” Sir Fothergill asked. “I adore showing visitors the maze. It’s my pride and joy. Well, that and my hat room.”

“I’m sure they’ll want to see the maze,” Penny said.

“But what about your writing?” Mr Crowley turned to Aunt Harriet.

“I can’t write all the time, Uriel, though I sometimes wish I could! Afternoon tea and visitors is a very good reason to stop for an hour or two indeed.”

Mr Crowley glared at Penny before bringing his paper up again once more.
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At three o’clock, Sir Fothergill’s gigantic Suffolk Punch horse pulled a cart full of people up the gravel drive of Harewood Hall. Tom brought the horse and cart to a standstill in front of the entrance to the maze, where a marquee had been set up and the staff were busy laying out afternoon tea.

The guests tumbled out of the cart and Sir Fothergill, Mr Crowley, Aunt Harriet, Penny and Jones soon joined the party.

“Why, it’s Polly!” Aunt Harriet said, as Jones scampered down the length of her raspberry pink dress and raced off to greet his friend. “Oh, is this her family? What a glorious surprise! Sir Fothergill, it’s my maid, Polly. A more lovely girl you’ll never meet.”

“Polly?” Mr Crowley spluttered. “What is she doing here?”

Tom rushed up to Penny. “You were right, Miss. They were a bit worried about coming at first, but when I showed them your letter, they all came good. Jumped right in the cart after that!”

“Thank you, Tom!” Penny grinned. “I knew they would.”

“Welcome!” Sir Fothergill began shaking everyone’s hand as Polly introduced her family. As per Penny’s letter, she had brought all her brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews and cousins who were seeking work and might be interested in working at Harewood Hall. “Let us have a bite to eat and then we can all get wonderfully lost in the maze!” He led the group over to the tea table.

Jones made sure to sit on all the visitors’ shoulders.

Penny took Aunt Harriet’s arm and the pair strolled over to the marquee behind Sir Fothergill, leaving Mr Crowley standing on his own. “Mrs Nightingale isn’t having much luck employing staff,” Penny said. “I thought it would be nice to help her and Polly is so lovely and has such a large family. Apparently, quite a few of them are looking for work.”

“And they live nearby. How clever you are, my little Penny Dreadful. I would never have thought to put all of those ideas together.”

“Polly’s family all adore your writing, Aunt Harriet. They’ll want to know all about Drusilla and what she’ll be up to next.”

“I like them already then,” Sir Fothergill said, who had overheard their conversation. “Just the sort of people I would like to employ.”

Over elderflower cordial, lavender shortbread, banbury cakes and finger sandwiches, Polly’s family gathered around Aunt Harriet and asked a hundred questions about Drusilla.

Penny located Mrs Nightingale by the tea table and took her to one side.

“I can’t thank you enough, Miss Pickering,” she said. “I’m going to have all the staff I need and more. It was good of you to explain about Martha and the maze. They won’t be worried about any of that nonsense now. Especially after Sir Fothergill takes them in there this afternoon and shows them how beautiful it is on a lovely sunny day.”

“Polly is so good and so very loyal. I’m sure all her family members will be the same. Also, I have an idea as to how we can stop those nasty rumours about the maze once and for all. You leave it to me, Mrs Nightingale.”

“Oh, thank you so very much, Miss Pickering. I don’t know how I can repay you. I do hope you’ll come back to Harewood Hall again one day. You should see us when we’re running at full steam, with a proper staff.”

“I’m sure I’ll be back,” Penny said. “Do you need some help tidying up?”

Mrs Nightingale laughed. “That is very kind of you, Miss Pickering, but best you join everyone in the maze. I’ll have Daisy take care of this while I speak to those who are interested in working at Harewood Hall.”

The rest of the afternoon was spent running in and out of the maze, the little silver bell tinkling away in the summerhouse as each member of the large group located the goal. Jones became so overexcited that he climbed up to the very top of the hedges and jumped from one to the next, completing the maze again and again in no time.

As the afternoon drew to a close, Tom readied the horse and cart for the return journey.

“Thank you, Miss.” Polly clasped Penny’s hands as everyone began to clamber into the cart. “It will be lovely to have so many of my family working under the one roof. Not to mention they all got to meet their favourite authoress. I’ll see you back in London.”

Penny, Aunt Harriet and Jones waved the group off.

“What a splendid afternoon,” Aunt Harriet said. “Marvellous. Brilliant. Superb!”

“I can think of other adjectives,” Mr Crowley said.

Penny glared at him. “I can think of other adjectives, too,” she said. “In fact, I can think of so many I might just start selling them to newspapers.”

“Goodness! What a fine idea, Penny!” Aunt Harriet said. “They are forever using the same ones. You might find that authors would like to buy some of your adjectives, too. I found myself quite stuck on the word malicious today. It took me ages to come up with some decent alternatives.”

“Hmmm …” Penny thought for a moment. “How about venomous, or malevolent? Wicked, nasty, awful, petty, vicious and mean.”

“Oh!” Aunt Harriet whipped out her notebook and propelling pencil. “Do keep going!”

Penny continued to do just that, Mr Crowley’s face growing redder and redder by the second. When Penny was sure her aunt was busy with her writing, she turned to Mr Crowley. “Perhaps you might have Mr Featherstonehaugh the solicitor pay your friend ‘M’ a visit?” she said quietly.

Mr Crowley jolted. His eyes flicked towards Aunt Harriet.

Sensing everyone’s interest in her, Aunt Harriet looked up.

“Hmmm? What was that?” she said.

“Oh, nothing, Aunt Harriet,” Penny said. “At least, nothing I would want to bother you with … for now.”

Aunt Harriet went happily back to her writing.

And Mr Crowley? His mouth twisted into a hard little knot as he stared down his nose at Penny. “I have no such friend,” he said.

“No? Perhaps I might remind you. You see, there was a maid here named …”

“I’m sure a visit from Mr Featherstonehaugh could be arranged,” Mr Crowley quickly cut Penny off. He turned and stalked off back to the house.

Penny watched him go. For a moment she thought about telling her aunt everything. But, no, she couldn’t. Not yet. She wanted to make sure Mr Crowley passed on any information about her parents via Mr Featherstonehaugh. For now, she would keep quiet. But she wouldn’t give him the benefit of the doubt again.

Aunt Harriet sighed happily, still taking notes as they watched the cart depart up the drive. “I suppose we must return to London where I can work in peace. Tomorrow, most likely. I’m so glad we came, though. Our stormy sojourn in the maze has already made it into my story. As has your clever idea of a monster, Penny. Perhaps you might draw me one or two of them? I’m sure you’d come up with something extraordinary with that imagination of yours.”

“I think I could do that,” Penny said, as she, Aunt Harriet and Jones started back towards the house. She reached into her pocket for her notebook and felt the second postcard from her parents. With everything going on concerning the maze, she’d almost forgotten about it. She pondered its strange number of upside down, sideways and overlapping stamps all the way back to her room, where she began to change for dinner.

Brushing her hair at the dressing table, she decided her aunt was right. It was time to return to London. And not a moment too soon, because to solve the mystery of the strange postcards from her parents, there was someone she needed to see.
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There was something lurking in Penny’s stomach that told her to keep quiet about the visit she was going to make. Luckily, she knew exactly where she had to go as she had attended the office several times with her parents.

Not surprisingly, Mr Crowley had made himself scarce since their return from Surrey. Aunt Harriet was in the drawing room, deep in her writing, her propelling pencil flying across the page as it always seemed to be.

Penny leaned on the back of her aunt’s armchair. “Aunt Harriet, would it be all right if went for a short stroll?”

“Mmmm …” Aunt Harriet’s propelling pencil didn’t pause.

“I won’t be long. I’ll take Jones with me!” Penny tapped her shoulder and Jones bounded over to climb on up.

Penny sat Jones down upon the marble console table in the hallway while she slipped on her coat and then let herself and Jones out of the townhouse. She proceeded to walk briskly along past Marble Arch and over to Mayfair. The pair received astonished glances as they went. After all, it wasn’t every day that you could view a well-dressed young lady walking about the streets of London with a squirrel monkey upon her shoulder.

Before too long, Penny found herself on Grosvenor Square itself, standing in front of a familiar building of white Portland stone.

“Here we are, Jones,” she said. She started up the steps to the office, but then paused as she took in the gleaming brass plaque.

Biggs, Boggs, Betts and Butts

Solicitors at Law

“That’s strange,” Penny said to Jones. “Mr Featherstonehaugh isn’t listed. I suppose he must be a new partner. I did wonder if he was, as I hadn’t heard my parents mention him before.”

Undeterred, Penny continued up the steps, grasped the brass knocker and rapped it sharply.

The door opened and a tall man dressed in a smart frockcoat appeared. He stared straight outwards towards the square and Penny had to cough to gain his attention. He looked down then, as if surprised to find someone of such small stature on the doorstep.

“Miss Penny Pickering to see Mr Featherstonehaugh, please,” she said.

The man frowned. “Mr Featherstonehaugh?”

“Yes, that’s correct. Mr Featherstonehaugh.”

“There is no solicitor here by the name of Featherstonehaugh.” The man pointed to the plaque. “As clearly stated, this is Biggs, Boggs, Betts and Butts.”

Penny didn’t understand. This was definitely her parents’ solicitors’ office. “Do you mean there is no solicitor employed here by the name of Featherstonehaugh?”

“I mean exactly that. There has never been a Mr Featherstonehaugh here at Biggs, Boggs, Betts and Butts and there never will be. What a silly name. Why would you spell something in such a way and then pronounce it ‘Fanshaw’? It would be very confusing for our clients indeed.”

“Oh,” Penny said.

“If you are looking for a solicitor with a ridiculous surname, you might try Cholomondley, Marjoribanks, Brougham and Beauchamp around the corner.”

He pronounced these names as “Chumley”, “Marshbanks”, “Broom” and “Beecham”.

“A Featherstonehaugh is just the sort of person they would employ, I’m sure,” he continued. “Now, good day to you and your monkey, Miss.”

And, with that, the man closed the door on Penny’s face.

Penny stood on the doorstep like a statue, trying to take in what she had just been told and align it with what she already knew. There was no Mr Featherstonehaugh here. And yet, Mr Crowley had acted for all the world as if Mr Featherstonehaugh was her parents’ solicitor. He had made appointments with Mr Featherstonehaugh and brought the man into Penny’s home. Somehow, this Mr Featherstonehaugh had even secured a key to their front door. And that Mr Featherstonehaugh (if this was even his real name) had gone along with Mr Crowley’s charade. That must have been why the man had acted so strangely, pulling at his collar uncomfortably, jumping at the mention of the police and wanting to leave as soon as possible – he’d been lying about who he was the whole time.

Penny’s mouth formed a small, round “o”.

All of this meant there was no possibility of his locating Penny’s parents via the embassy in Zurich. In fact, she saw now that no one had even tried.

Penny walked back to the townhouse very slowly, Jones stroking the top of her head the whole way.

Back at Aunt Harriet’s townhouse, Polly opened the front door for her.

“Everything all right, Miss?” she asked.

Penny nodded.

“I’ll bring you a fresh pot of tea to the drawing room, Miss.”

Penny wasn’t sure even tea could fix this, but it couldn’t hurt.

Back in the drawing room, Aunt Harriet’s writing had slowed. She was jotting down a note or two as she sipped a cup of tea, Wee Willie Winkie, the kitten, enjoying the warmth of her lap.

“Ah, I was wondering where you’d both got to,” Aunt Harriet said. “You mentioned something about a walk, I believe.”

“Yes,” Penny said, in a small voice. She sat down in the other armchair. Jones clung to her, perhaps sensing that she needed the moral support. “Is Mr Crowley still out?” she asked.

“He is. Is there something you wanted to ask him?”

Penny took a deep breath. “I thought he might have news from Mr Featherstonehaugh,” she said.

“Oh!” Aunt Harriet startled, some tea spilling into her saucer. “I’m so terribly sorry, Penny. I got caught up in my writing and forgot to inform you. Mr Crowley told me just before he went out that Mr Featherstonehaugh brought word from the consulate in Zurich. Your parents are well, but very busy with their work. Isn’t that good news? Ah, here is Polly with a fresh pot of tea for us.”

Penny sat very, very still as Polly fussed about with the tea things. Her hand slowly slipped into her pocket and met with the two postcards. The one that mentioned nothing but flowers and the other with its strange array of stamps. In her mind’s eye she saw her parents’ messy laboratory, their unkempt drawing room and the shiny plaque at Biggs, Boggs, Betts and Butts, with no Featherstonehaugh on it.

Penny’s fingernails gripped into the armchair’s violet upholstery as she remembered something else as well. Something her aunt had mentioned about her parents not wanting Aunt Harriet to sign a new contract with Mr Crowley. She’d said they’d had a disagreement about this. And also about an upcoming tour to America.

Penny had had a bad feeling about Mr Crowley from the very start. He was dismissive of her and was always trying to send her back to boarding school. Then there was that business in Hampshire where she had caught him out in a shady dealing involving money. Then the business with the maze and the newspapers. And that man Mr Crowley had stayed behind in London to meet with. The shadowy presence in the drawing room who had not wanted to be seen. Who was that? Penny had thought Mr Crowley was simply messing about making extra bits and pieces of money out of her aunt’s affairs. But this … this was something far worse.

Penny was beginning to think her parents might be in actual danger.

Penny looked over at her aunt, who was pouring two cups of tea. She considered telling her all of this for only a moment, then thought better of it. Aunt Harriet, she had learned, was not very good at practical things. Logic was not her specialty. Penny had thought it was not something she was particularly good at, either. But she was learning fast.

You are capable of more than you think, girls! Miss Strickland’s voice chimed in her head.

Penny nodded. She was capable. She could do this. Whatever was going on here, she could work it out for herself. It was up to her and her alone to locate her parents and bring them safely back to London.

She brought out her notebook.

It was time to start planning.
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You might be surprised to know that penny dreadfuls were real. They were published from the 1830s onwards, as more working-class people began to be able to read. Like Aunt Harriet’s stories, they were released in weekly episodes and cost one penny. They had many black and white illustrations and the stories covered many different topics, from pirates, princes and highwaymen to real crimes and murders. The tales were often very long. One of the most famous penny dreadfuls is Varney the Vampire, which is 667,000 words!

You might have noticed in this story that the Victorians had very different views on many things. One example of this is the treatment of servants. It was common for a maid like Polly to begin working life between the ages of ten and thirteen. She would then work from 6 am until 10 pm, with a half day off on Sunday if she had a decent employer. If you were a servant, you might not even get to keep your own name! Often your name would be changed to suit your position. For example, if the scullery maid was always called Daisy, that would be your new name on taking that position. Some employers would treat their servants badly, while some (like Aunt Harriet and Mrs Nightingale) took their position of power seriously and felt that it was their duty to look after those they employed.

The Victorian outlook on many things was very different to the one we have today and, sadly, extended far beyond just the poor treatment of servants. The Victorians’ treatment of other races, cultures, children, of the poor, of people with disabilities, or people with any difference at all could be extremely cruel and unforgiving. It is gratifying to see how our beliefs have changed over the past 150 years and I hope that by the time another 150 years passes by, we can become kinder and more tolerant still.
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“Now, Miss Pickering.” Miss Strickland turned to her pupil. “If you would be so kind as to close the door behind you, we will endeavour to discuss why your aunt, her publisher and her monkey have called upon us this afternoon.”

Forever in trouble for sketching in her notebook, Penny Pickering dreams of her famous authoress aunt turning up at her boarding school and whisking her away. So when Aunt Harriet appears at Miss Strickland’s School for Girls of an Enquiring Mind and asks Penny if she would like to join her on an adventure, Penny knows exactly what to say – yes, please! Penny soon finds herself headed for Hampshire and a strange place called Mr Toddington’s Museum of the Curious and Absurd where bewitched kittens are said to have a tea party at midnight. But all is not as it seems.

“This is the first book in a wonderful new series that junior and middle primary students will love.” LAMONT BOOKS
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