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  1
Welcome To Merryshields

Willow


I knew Merryshields was the most magical place in the world as soon as I walked through its big, carved wooden doors. It might be the way it looks — it’s a higgledy-piggledy old mansion, with little towers and gargoyles and big bunches of purple flowers hanging all over the walls. Or it might be the way I can smell hot chocolate when there isn’t any there. Or it might be the sparkling sound of the fountains or the way the rooms feel as though something exciting is just about to happen as soon as you cross the threshold. But mostly, it’s how Merryshields  feels. It feels like it knows we’re there, and it’s happy about it.
I’m Willow and I’m ten. I’m number three in age now that we all live together, which is way better than before. It used to be just me and my sister, Piper, which made me the youngest all the time. Now we live here, with Jack and Kit, our cousins, so Kit’s the youngest of us all, but he doesn’t mind. Piper’s the eldest — she’s twelve — then Jack, who’s eleven, then me and then Kit, who’s eight. Our mum and Aunt Seren (Jack and Kit’s mum) are sisters. We all moved in to Merryshields because our parents were planning to renovate it and start a hotel business, but then there was a global pandemic and we all got locked down (which means nobody’s allowed to go anywhere or do anything). Uncle Peter lost his job because of lockdown, and now the Olds (that’s what we call our grown-ups) are super-stressed and the four of us are staying out of the way. Piper says they’re tearing their hair out, but I’ve seen no evidence of this.
Kit and I are currently playing noughts and crosses on the back of an old postcard we found. (I’m letting him win.) On the front of the postcard is a picture of a desert island, with a long, white sandy beach and some palm trees, and swirly white writing which says, ‘Wish We Were There,’ which I think is the opposite of what it ought to say. While we play, Piper and Jack argue. They’ve been arguing for at least half an hour, but you should know straight away that it’s not unusual for them. Jack’s been winding Piper up, which he does for fun whenever he’s bored. It started when he said she should find us lunch, but now it’s become a fight about women’s rights. Piper’s tugging on her plaits — that’s how you can tell she’s really frustrated. Anyway, Kit and I have been laughing at them both for the last five minutes and they haven’t even noticed!
We’ve been told that we’re allowed to explore the whole house, which will take ages because it is MASSIVE. I’m really excited about it. Uncle Pete says even he hasn’t explored properly yet. Aunt Seren said something about homeschooling because all the schools are closed and we are supposed to be doing our classes online. But we’re quite relaxed about this because:
A) they haven’t even got phone lines here at Merryshields yet, which mum says we need first before we can get Wi-Fi, and
B) most of our belongings are still missing, including all our devices, so we haven’t actually got anything to do online learning on.
But just in case, as a back-up plan against doing any kind of school work, the four of us decided we’d start talking very loudly as soon as any of the adults mention it. And, if we’re staying out of their way all the time, hopefully it’ll never come up!
Piper and Jack are still arguing, but it’s getting boring now, so I stop listening.
“Willow, do you think we’ll be able to explore every room in the house before we have to go back to school?” Kit asks me.
I pause. I expect so, because this lockdown might actually go on forever, I think. But out loud I say, “I expect so. It took Uncle Peter ages to just explore one bit of the house, so hopefully we won’t go back to school before we’re done.”
“Some of the rooms are empty.” Kit sounds disappointed about this.
“But loads of them aren’t!” I say. “And it’s an enormous house. It’s got, like, three hundred rooms?”
Kit’s eyes go really huge and round when he’s surprised about something. They’re doing it right now.
“Three hundred?!”
“That’s what Dad said.”
Actually, I overheard our dad asking why Mum and Aunt Seren thought they could manage this ‘three-hundred-roomed monster’ before we all moved in, but I don’t tell Kit this. He already asks too many questions about where our dad is. (Before you start wondering, too, he’s a doctor and he’s got to work in New York — at least, that’s what Mum says. Me and Piper think there’s more to it than that, but Piper says Mum obviously doesn’t want to tell us and maybe we don’t want to know anyway, so we haven’t asked any more questions.)
“Where is Uncle Toby?”
My heart sinks, but I hitch a smile on my face. “Working.” I quickly change the subject. “So, anyway, I reckon we should count the rooms too, while we’re exploring. Then we’ll know exactly how many there are.”
Jack’s ears have pricked up. I think he’s finally bored of teasing Piper. She’s standing at the window, huffing and muttering under her breath, so I just carry on talking so that things sound ordinary. That way, she’ll calm down. (I hope.)
“What do you think, Jack?” I call across to him. “Count every room?”
“We should make a map!” he suggests. “A floorplan!”
“Shall I get my scrapbook?” Kit looks eagerly at his older brother. “It was in the car with me and I haven’t started using it yet.”
“Sure. Find some pencils as well if you can.”
Jack grins at me. He likes getting Kit to go and get things. He says it’s because it makes Kit feel included and useful, but I think it’s because Jack’s a bit lazy.
I’d better explain where we are. We are in a room that is now known as Headquarters. The Olds started off calling it the Playroom, but we pointed out that it doesn’t have any toys in it. They all looked pretty guilty about that. When we moved here from our old houses, the stupid removal company crashed their lorry with all our belongings into a river. It upsets us all to think about it, so Jack quickly suggested that we call this room Headquarters instead (“It can be our base of operations!”), and all three adults looked relieved.
Headquarters is one big rectangle with the door at one end and an enormous window with a glass door in it at the other. There’s a huge fireplace which we are forbidden to use, though Jack reckons he’s going to negotiate for us to at least be allowed to toast marshmallows. (He’s pretty persuasive when he wants to be, so we’re actually quite hopeful.) On either side of the fireplace there are loads of dusty shelves, right up to the ceiling, and there’s a cupboard built into the wall opposite, with a small wooden box inside it that is disappointingly empty. In the middle of the room, there’s an enormous wooden table that could fit ten of me down each side. Apart from that, the room is completely bare. It even smells empty. I would never have thought that was a thing, but there you go.
Out of the Headquarters window, you can see the tree-lined drive — it’s so long you can’t see the road at the end of it — and a huge grassy area spotted with oaks. Mum says it’s parkland and there are loads of deer here. Kit says if it’s a park, there ought to be swings, but I don’t think she heard him. If you were standing outside and looking back at the house, you probably wouldn’t be able to tell which window belonged to Headquarters at first, because there are so many windows. Merryshields Hall is so big that Kit thought it was a castle at first. The building is really grand, and it was built years and years ago. There are loads of odd little stairs and corridors and courtyards and things. 
“I think the house is happy that we’ve arrived,” I say.
Piper scoffs. “I think that’s stupid.”
She’s obviously still mad. She might not think houses can have feelings, but I think Merryshields is special.
Jack’s tummy is rumbling loudly. We are miles away from the kitchen, so I expect that when Kit gets back from getting his scrapbook, Jack will suggest that his little brother goes to find something for us to eat, as Piper clearly isn’t going to go. It’s been a long time since breakfast. Our first morning here, Aunt Seren made us all waffles in her new waffle maker and we had bacon and eggs as well — but since then, it’s just been cornflakes.
Every day, the adults barricade themselves in two rooms on the other side of the massive entrance hall, up a flight of stairs and through two grand doors where they can’t hear us and we can’t hear them. They’re calling it the Office Wing, which makes it sound a lot smarter than it really is. When they do venture out to spend some time with us, Aunt Seren and Uncle Peter end up having lots of quiet worried conversations in corners, frowning as they look around the house, and Mum mostly just sits on different chairs, looking sad. She’ll try to look normal when we talk to her, but even her happy face looks sad. It’s freaking me and Piper out a bit, so instead of engaging Mum in conversation and having to look at her sad-happy face, we just yell from a distance how great everything is, then wave and scamper away.
Truthfully, apart from Mum being sad, everything is pretty great. I mean, Merryshields is amazing, and we don’t have to go to school, and we can’t do any schoolwork, so basically, we get to do what we like. I’m really looking forward to spending our days exploring and having adventures. I mean, we’ve got no stuff to play with and there’s nothing else to do. I’m certain that something special is going to happen here. I can feel it!






  
  2
A Disappearing Tray

Jack


We have been in this house for approximately 3.75 Earth Days — which is 90 hours, if you find that easier to understand. Of those 90 hours, I’d estimate that Piper has been mad at someone for approximately 55 of them (once you factor in time spent sleeping). Right now, she’s mad at me for suggesting that she goes to find us some lunch. She’s sitting down at the far end of the table and is  still messing about with her plaits — a sure sign that she’s losing her grip. I suspect she is hungry despite the huge amount of cornflakes she ate earlier, so I have dispatched the youngest member of the crew — my brother Kit — to the kitchen to enquire about sustenance. He complained that he’d already gone on a mission to get his scrapbook, so I promised him the last of the blackjacks when we find them. Blackjacks are a kind of sticky, chewy liquorice-flavoured sweet, and they’re our dad’s favourites, so they’re a precious commodity in our family. Kit’s eyes light up.
“Are there any left?” he whispers.
I nod, putting my finger to my lips. I happen to know there were two left in the packet, so we’ll both get one, but we’ll have to hide them from the girls. It is important that we keep our strength up.
While we await Kit’s return, we are discussing my plans for the house map. I have already decided how we should do it, but it’s important to make your crew feel valuable, so I am letting them think they have a say.
I tell them we should start with an outline of this room.
“We shouldn’t worry about the scale of the room yet,” I told them, “because we don’t know how many rooms we’re going to find altogether, or how big they’ll be compared to this one. So we’ll just start here.”
Willow says, “That’s a good idea.”
Piper shrugs and says she supposes it would work.
I open Kit’s scrapbook to the first page, and grab a pencil from the grubby pile Kit found in a pot just inside the Office Wing. Then I draw an outline of the room. It’s easy because it’s just a big rectangle. I mark the door to the hallway and the door through the window, even though we can’t use it yet. (Dad says we’re not allowed to try, but I saw him testing the handle quite hard so I’m putting a pin in that idea — in my mind it’s like a little flag, waving to remind me to try the handle out myself, sometime.) Me and Dad are quite similar, apart from the obvious distinctions — he wears glasses and is taller than I am. We both love blackjacks and we both like to test things out to see if they work, especially if you’re not really supposed to. For example, once we tested Mam’s new food processor. There was a power cut (maybe because of us), and when we came back from fixing it in the garage, where Dad had been explaining how the trip switch worked, we found that our blueberry smoothie had turned the whole kitchen... well, blue. Another time, Dad decided we should see if there was a fireplace behind the sitting room wall in our old house, so we got a massive sledgehammer and took it in turns to knock away the plaster — until half the wall collapsed, nicking the edge of a water pipe and turning the carpet into a mess of plaster-dust-sludge.
We both stayed out of the way for a while after that one.
My point is, I don’t think Dad would really mind if we tried to open the door in the Headquarters window. I mean, he’s so distracted with losing his job that it was probably just one of those things parents say automatically. You know, like, ‘don’t pick your nose, your brains will fall out’ or ‘don’t open the attic window, your brother will fall out.’
Kit comes back from the kitchen empty-handed. Apparently, he’s nervous about the new cook.
“What new cook?” Piper says. “We don’t have a new cook.”
“Maybe the Olds decided to employ a cook so they don’t have to worry about feeding us all the time,” says Willow.
“No way would they do that,” Piper argues. “Especially not without telling us. Besides, there’s a global pandemic, remember? We all have to stay away from everyone else and we can’t go into other people’s houses. And anyway, there isn’t any spare money since Uncle Pete lost his job!”
(She tends to go on a bit if you let her.)
Kit volunteers to ask one of the adults about it, and we let him, even though it is a Dangerous Mission. I’m not surprised when he comes running back into the room less than thirty seconds later, saying how every one of the Olds is shouting into different phones and has angry eyes, so he backed out of the room before they saw him. A commendable decision.
“It doesn’t matter who’s in the kitchen if they’re willing to feed us,” I say reasonably.
Piper snorts. “There’s probably nobody even there.”
“I’m not lying!” Kit kicks the table leg as he walks past it and flops back into his seat. 
I’m surprised at this little fight. Piper usually takes Kit’s side for everything, and Kit usually forgives Piper for everything in return. They’re normally thick as thieves. 
I diagnose imminent starvation.
Willow stands up and folds her arms across her chest. She stares meaningfully at her sister, lips pursed. 
Eventually, Piper says, “If someone is in the kitchen, it’s because the Olds have let them be there.”
Kit smiles into his lap and accepts this as her apology for not believing him. 
“Right,” says Willow, marching out of the door. We hear her calling down the corridor. “If none of you are going to go down there...”
We all wait in silence. I, for one, am listening for screams. 
Willow returns with a red face and slides a huge tray of food onto the table. “Mrs Boudry says to eat up!” she announces. “She’s the new cook,” she explains when she notices our quizzical expressions.
We all jump up and examine the goods. There is an enormous pie with a golden crust, a lot of cold boiled potatoes sprinkled with something green and a crispy, colourful salad. There’s also a jug of water with clinking ice cubes and four cups, but only one knife and fork. I raise an eyebrow at Willow.
“I’m not going back down,” she says before I can say anything. 
Kit picks up a cold potato and takes a big bite out of it. It is the most outrageous thing I have ever seen him do! He’s not a fussy eater for an eight-year-old, but for some reason potatoes (which are a major food group of deliciousness, if you ask me) are Kit’s arch nemesis. He doesn’t like cheesy mashed potatoes, buttery jacket potatoes, crispy roast potatoes — he’s not even that keen on chips. But his least favourite of all the potatoes is a boiled potato, and his least least favourite is a cold one.
This confirms my earlier diagnosis. Only being truly ravenous would make Kit voluntarily eat a potato.
“I’ll go,” I volunteer. To everyone else, this makes me look selfless, but I have seen Kit’s fingers and I don’t fancy taking my chances with whatever is living under his nails. Also, I must admit I am curious about the cook.
But the kitchen is empty when I get there. It’s a gigantic room. It’s even got two doors, one from the inside and one that goes to the outside. The entire room is the size of our old kitchen and our living room and our garden, combined. It’d be perfect for setting up all the chemistry kits Auntie Percy got me for Christmas that Mam kept saying we didn’t have space for (though I think she meant she didn’t want me to make loads of mess). In this kitchen there’s room to make loads of mess, but then I remember it doesn’t matter anyway because the science kits went into the river with the rest of our stuff.
I get the cutlery really slowly and hover by the door for a while in case this Mrs Boudry comes back, but I’m too hungry to wait any longer. I want to tease Willow and ask her where she found all the food, but it is clear that there must be an actual cook in the house because:
1. Mam doesn’t eat meat.
2. Auntie Percy doesn’t cook.
3. Dad hasn’t left the Office Wing in the three days since we arrived — and there’s no way he’d leave an amazing ham pie untouched.
When I get back to Headquarters, I find Piper and Willow haven’t waited for cutlery either. I sigh and start loading my plate.
“Maybe the Olds bought the food and left it in the fridge for us to find,” Piper muses. “They’ve got a lot on their minds. Maybe they just forgot to tell us. That’s more likely than them hiring a cook.”
Kit scowls at her, but his mouth is full of tomato, so he can’t get any words past his bulging cheeks.
“There’s obviously someone cooking,” I say, but privately I’m thinking that now Kit has eaten two things that he never normally eats, so there is definitely something weird going on.
Kit looks happy with me for backing him up. He shuffles a little bit closer.
The pie is really mega-tasty, even better than the dry-freeze space pie Uncle Toby brought me from America last year. The pastry is flaky and there’s loads of ham. Even the salad is nice. Piper informs me that the wilted green leaves on the potatoes are mint. I’m suspicious at first, but it’s actually edible. The leaves are minty but not toothpaste-y. It takes me less than five minutes to finish my whole plate. Four minutes and forty seconds, at a guess.
After lunch, we pile everything neatly onto the tray. Then we move to the other end of the table, near the window, and open the scrapbook to the page I started drawing on.
“The plan of the whole of Merryshields won’t fit on one page, Jack,“ Piper informs me. 
I inform her in return that I already know this.
“Perhaps we can put different rooms on different pages,” Willow interrupts. She is the opposite of Piper because Piper likes to argue and Willow always wants everyone to be friends. “We can get loads of rooms done in one book.”
“Um, guys,” Kit says, pointing down the table. “The tray’s gone.”
There’s a silence. He is right.
Piper stands up and starts walking around the room as though she is looking for it.
“There’s no point looking for it,” I tell her. “It’s obviously gone.”
“We’d have heard it if it had fallen onto the floor,” Kit says.
“It was right in the middle of the table,” Willow says. “It couldn’t possibly have slipped off.” She looks quite worried.
“Perhaps it was one of the Olds,” I suggest. “Kit said they looked busy — maybe they came in here to get the tray, but were too busy to stop and talk.”
Her eyes cheer up slightly, but she’s still frowning.
“It’s too weird,” she says. “You know what they’re like. At the very least, they would have asked if we’d washed our hands.”
I frown. It is weird because I do know what they’re like. If it was one of the Olds, they would definitely have said something to us. They are all obsessed with making sure we’re alright. So there’s no way they would have come into the room without asking. And I’m sure they also would have asked if we’d washed our hands before eating. Washing hands is the other thing everyone’s obsessed about.
We all look at each other.
“It’s a mystery,” I say.
They all nod. It appears that, for once, we’re all in agreement.
I smile. Solving mysteries is my favourite thing.
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An Appearing Key

Piper


Obviously, the first thing to say is that this is going to be a very long summer, and we’ve only just had Easter. Not only is school going to be closed for  weeks, we’re going to have to spend our entire summer holidays here as well. No staying with Grandpa in Devon, no going to visit Granny in Scotland, and definitely no holiday abroad. (Mum said that wouldn’t have happened this year anyway, even without the pandemic, because of Merryshields.) Dad will probably stay in New York... which is better than being locked down with him and Mum arguing all the time, but still. It’s just me, Mum, and Willow, for now. And Aunt Seren and Uncle Peter, and the boys too, of course. But that’s it. The only people we’re going to see for months and months. No friends, no other relations...
To be honest, my cousins are alright company. Jack can be annoying, but Kit is cute, even though I wish I could get to the bottom of this business with the new cook. I’m convinced our parents would have told us if they’d employed someone. Surely they can’t have done, though, because all they’ve done since we got here is talk about how they’re strapped for cash and the house is going to eat up all their money. No, the more I think about it, the more it doesn’t make sense that they’d start splashing out on staff when we’ve never so much as had a cleaner before.
Mind you, before Merryshields, we all had ordinary small houses. 
Someone clearly made that pie we had for lunch — or bought it, more likely — so I’m humouring Kit for now by going along with his imaginary Mrs Boudry. (Or should I say, Willow’s Mrs Boudry — she’s the one who named her, after all.) However, I’m sure that it was one of the adults who came in to collect the tray. After all, despite what the others think, apart from constantly telling us to wash our hands, they don’t want to talk to us at all at the moment. They’re always scuttling off to different rooms and they always stop talking when we come close. So it wouldn’t surprise me if they just snuck in and snuck out again.
The only thing that’s nagging at me is that I didn’t hear them sneak in. The corridor outside this room is really creaky, and at either end of the corridor, there’s a squeaky door. There’s no other way to get here from the Office Wing, which is on the other side of the house. It’s just not possible that I wouldn’t have heard them coming.
So, it’s what happens next that’s really weird.
We decide to go with Jack’s suggestion and start the map of the house by exploring the rooms directly around Headquarters, working outwards from there. As a plan, it makes perfect sense, although I don’t want to inflate his already massive head by saying so. We begin with the room next door. 
It is exactly the same shape as our Headquarters, which isn’t very exciting. The only thing that’s different is the fact that the door in the window actually opens to the outside. It took us about half a minute to establish this, plus maybe two minutes of trying to persuade Kit that we weren’t going to explore the garden straight away.
All in all, we were in this room for about two-and-a-half minutes, max. I am ninety-nine percent sure that nobody went into Headquarters while we were out of it because I didn’t hear anyone come down the creaky corridor or through the squeaky door. 
But when we get back in there, there’s something on the table that wasn’t there before.
“What’s that?” I ask. “Did one of you leave that there?”
Willow rushes straight over and picks it up.
“It’s a key!” she says wonderingly, holding it up to the light.
I move closer, curious. It’s small and golden, about the size of a front door key, but elaborately carved with tiny fish.
“What’s that attached to it?” I ask.
It is a scrap of yellowish paper, with unfamiliar handwriting on. A faintly musty smell fills my nose as Willow twists it around to read:
Where is the lock that fits this key?
She looks up at me. “It’s not Mum’s writing,” she says. “And I’m sure it’s not Aunt Seren’s or Uncle Peter’s either. What do you think, Kit?” She holds it out for him to look at. “Do you recognise that writing?”
Kit shakes his head. “I don’t think so. It’s too swirly.”
It is. It loops and curls as though it was written two hundred years ago, with a feather quill. We stare at it for a second until a loud banging at the window makes us jump out of our skins.
“Jack!” I snap. Of course it’s Jack, bouncing around like an idiot. He must have gone back through the window in the room next door without any of us noticing. I shout through the window at him. “The door’s locked. You’ll have to go round.”
He bursts in a minute later, laughing like a lunatic. “You should’ve seen your faces,” he chuckles, clutching his sides.
“Shut up a minute and look,” Willow says. She holds the key out for him to see. “This was on the table when we came in. Did you see anyone going along the corridor?”
“Nobody could have come along that corridor without us hearing them.” He stops laughing and takes the key from her with interest. “Where did this come from?”
“That’s exactly the point,” I tell him. “We don’t know.”
Kit sidles close to me and I put my hand on his shoulder. “It won’t be anything scary,” I say to him, hoping I sound reassuring. “I expect it’s just one of the parents sneaking around.”
Jack and Willow both shake their heads. Willow has a little frown between her eyebrows. She always gets that when she’s worried. “Jack’s right,” she says. “They can’t have done. Not without us hearing.”
I open my mouth to reply, but then notice something in the scrapbook that’s still lying open on the table where Jack left it.
“Look,” I say, and my skin goes cold. I don’t want to scare Kit any further, but I have to show them. “Look, on the scrapbook... what is that?”
They turn around and Willow gasps. “A map!” she breathes. “It’s...”
“It’s drawn itself!” Jack says, going to the table and putting his hand tentatively onto the page, as though it might be hot. He’s right; the paper is covered in thin, spidery ink, in a kind of dark-brown colour that makes it look like it was drawn a long time ago. Some of it is recognisable, like the tiny picture of the grand front entrance steps, but some of it doesn’t look like it belongs to the house at all.
“But... but that wasn’t there a moment ago? Was it? Did you see it when you picked up the key?” Willow’s frown line is even deeper now.
I shake my head. “No, I’m sure it wasn’t — I’d have noticed.” I lean closer.
“Is that what Merryshields looks like?” Kit asks, standing close to me. 
“It’s... well, it’s...” I begin, struggling to explain. “No, I don’t think so,” I say at last. “Because look — this is the bit that Jack drew earlier, that we labelled ‘Headquarters,’ see? But there’s another door appeared, there, that isn’t really here.”
We all look at the blank wall where there definitely isn’t a door, and then back to the map, where a door is clearly shown.
“And there,” Willow says, pointing. “There’s nothing joining up the Family Wing with the rest of the house, and the kitchen — that’s obviously a kitchen, because of the table and chairs, but it’s not the same as ours...”
“But there’s someone in there,” I say. “Look-”
“It’s Mrs Boudry,” Kit says. He is looking at the tiny figure standing beside the table on the map. “That’s what she looks like.”
I want to say that he can’t possibly tell that, because it’s just a teeny drawing, and besides, Mrs Boudry isn’t actually real. But I don’t know how to respond to this Mrs Boudry business, and Kit is looking pale, so I put my hand on his shoulder. 
“There’s a little dog, look,” I tell him. “Right where you wrote that you want a dog!”
“And a palm tree!” Willow laughs, tracing the bending trunk up the side of the page. “Maybe there’s one of those tropical gardens here somewhere!”
“It’s way too cold for that,“ Jack notifies her. “Dad said it’s an unusually warm summer now, but even so, we’re too far north for palm trees.”
“Fine, then. What about those trees?“ Willow asks, undaunted. She’s pointing at a drawing of a little row of trees. “Are those okay here?”
Jack leans closer. “I think they’re apple trees, so, probably,” he concedes. I glance down at Kit. He has his finger on the little dog. I am just about to say something encouraging about the whole strange event, when Jack lets out a whoop of surprise that makes us all jump.
“LOOK!”
He stabs his finger against a bit of the map that I haven’t looked at yet. 
“What is that?” Willow asks.
“It’s a box, I think,” I say, squinting. “Or maybe...”
“It’s treasure!“ Jack yells, and Kit’s eyes light up. 
“It is!” he agrees, his eyes lighting up. “Look, Piper — that’s a pile of gold coins coming out of a treasure chest, and that’s a necklace or something...”
“Oh my goodness,” Willow says, clapping her hand over her mouth and staring at me, her eyes wide. “Do you... do you think...”
“It doesn’t mean there’s treasure in Merryshields,” I say firmly, not wanting everyone to get too excited and then disappointed. “I mean, someone would’ve found it by now.”
“Would they, though?” Jack asks. “I mean, Dad says nobody’s been here for years, and the estate agents told him they hadn’t been able to survey the whole property. So there might be places that nobody’s looked in for decades.”
“I remember!” Willow says, removing her hand and flapping it excitedly. “I remember Uncle Peter saying that! And Aunt Seren said it was like the rooms kept moving around!”
I look back at the book. You certainly can’t call it a map, since it doesn’t seem to show a proper floorplan at all, but the more I look at it, the more it’s obvious that it’s definitely Merryshields, one way or another.
“The key must be connected to the treasure,” Jack says, holding up the key again. “And this is a map. Well... it’s sort of a map, anyway. We just need to find out who put the key there and ask them.”
“But nobody had time to put it there and draw all of this,” Willow says definitely, going back to the point. “There just wasn’t enough time.”
Kit looks from her to me. “Do you think Mrs Boudry is a ghost?” he whispers.
“No,” I say firmly, at exactly the same time as Jack shouts,
“Yes! That explains it!”
“I thought you didn’t believe in ghosts,“ I say meaningfully. “I thought you said they’re not scientific.”
“Actually,” he says loftily, “it was Auntie Percy — yes, your actual mam — who said that there probably is a scientific basis for ghosts. She said that scientists should keep an open mind about everything they don’t understand, and I agree.”
I widen my eyes at him, tilting my head towards Kit. Willow catches my eye.
“I think it’s the house,“ she says. She clearly thinks this is a better suggestion than ghosts, but I can’t see how thinking the house has produced its own crazy picture is much more comforting. “I think Merryshields wants us to explore, and it’s showing us where to go.”
“But it doesn’t,” Kit says, looking at the paper again. “It doesn’t show us where to go at all. That picture of the treasure is just sitting there on its own. Next to a jaguar. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Well, then,” I say heartily, standing up straighter. “Maybe it’s the house, or maybe it’s just the Olds, trying to be exciting. But either way, it looks like it’s just another mystery we’ve got to solve. Right, Kit?”
Kit looks to his brother for reassurance, and I glower at Jack over Kit’s head. He looks slightly startled, but eventually catches on and grins one of his biggest grins.
“I love mysteries,” he says, giving Kit a one-armed squeeze. “It’s so exciting. I can’t wait to see where this key leads.”
Kit relaxes instantly, grinning back at his brother. I breathe a sigh of relief. 
“Shall we go searching straight away?” he asks.
“I think we should make a plan,” I say firmly.
Willow — the traitor — shakes her head. “Let’s try the key in all the doors along this corridor, at least,” she says. When I frown at her she loops her hair behind her ear and says earnestly, “Imagine if it is the Olds, and they’ve made a picnic, or got surprise ice cream or something? That’s exactly where they’d leave it, isn’t it? Somewhere nearby? And if it turns out not to be one of those doors, then we’re no worse off.”
I narrow my eyes at her, but she’s judged it right - — t jumps at the suggestion of ice cream, and the slightly creepy atmosphere in the room immediately dissolves.
“Alright,” I say. “Let’s go.”
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Silver

Kit


Drawing a map and writing the labels would be a lot better if I didn’t have to help with the actual writing. Willow should do it because her writing is neat and tidy, but Piper says that my mam wants me to do handwriting practice if we’re not doing school. And Jack says we have to make the Olds think we’re being sensible. And Willow says she’ll share her chocolate eclairs. So even though I hate handwriting, I’ll do it. I’ll get a pretty good sweet collection if I carry on. 
I really want a dog.
Piper says that I’m not allowed one and Jack says even if I do, I shouldn’t have written it on the map! But Willow winked at me, so she understands.
Anyway, I may as well tell you — I do want a dog. Before the pandemic, Mam and Dad said we might get one when we moved, but then EVERYTHING HAPPENED and now we can’t, which is really unfair. But nobody listens to me. I might as well talk to the walls. 
Talking of walls, the walls down the corridor are a very boring colour. They’re like green soup. I’m excited to try the key, but the first three doors are already open and those rooms are empty — and tiny. Jack says we’ll still add them to the map, though. The next door is locked! But the key doesn’t fit into the
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