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  Praise for Rag and Boyd: The Fabulous Zoo

“Engaging characters, a captivating storyline and enough suspense, thrills and humour to keep you gripped.”

“This book took me to a new world through its playful narrative voice and ability to merge fantasy with a believable story.”

“What really elevates this is the delightful cast of characters and creatures, vividly realized with marvellous descriptive prose.”
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  Prologue


A hand shook his shoulder; callous fingers flicked his ear, hard.

‘Wake up! Answer me—do you know where you are?’

He tried to open his eyes, but the light was so bright he had to squeeze them closed to a squint. The voice began again. ‘Wake up! Who are you?’

He shook his head. He wanted to reply, but his mouth was so dry…when he opened it to speak, he felt the skin on his lips crack.

‘Who are you?’ the voice insisted, ‘what is your name?’

His head dropped—he didn’t realise whoever the voice was had been holding his chin up. He tried to think… he had been here for…a long time. He’d lost track after the first week or so, darkness and lightness did not seem to follow each other in the proper patterns as day and night. He tried hard to think…how long had it been…but gave up.

The calloused hand lifted his chin and a little water was dribbled into his mouth. He opened his cracked lips for more, stuck his tongue out to collect each precious drop.

‘Who are you? What is your name?’

The water was taken away, and the hand that held his chin. His head dropped backwards. He tried to squint, to open his eyes, but the light was still too bright for him. He could just about make out some dark shapes, before he had to screw his eyes up again, leaving only a blood-red glow seeping through his eyelids.

‘What is your name?’

Why didn’t they leave him alone? He wasn’t hurting them—he just wanted to go to sleep.

The kick in his side woke him up. The pain was the ache of a hard impact on an old bruise. It made him realise he hurt in other places too, his ribs, his head, his hands, his legs… Suddenly a thought bubbled up inside him… I have a Boy…and a daughter… Mo… Moor… And I have a wife! A beautiful wife…

The hand flicked his ear hard. It stung.

‘What’s your name? Tell me! What is your name?’

Through the jumble of pain, thirst, and confusion came a single, clear thought. He wanted to shout it aloud, but it came out as a hoarse croak.

‘My name is Lachlan Ellis.’

There was a long pause. Exhausted by his effort, Lachlan let his head drop to his chest again.

A beautiful voice, deep and melodious spoke from behind him.

‘Start again. Walk him—do not let him sleep. Call for me when he no longer remembers.’ There was a rustle of fine cloth and leather, and the soft pad of footsteps walking away.

Rough hands grasped him and hauled Lachlan to his feet, yanking the manacles over his wrists and hands, making them dig painfully into his fingers. They half-carried, half-dragged him upright, and after putting a leather hood over his head, started to walk him up and down the seemingly endless stone corridors, over and over and over…


  


  Chapter One


Through the tall window, the late afternoon sun glowered sullenly. A giant ball of dull red; it shone on Morag’s pale face, and made her unruly hair look even redder. Rag felt so angry—if the rooftops opposite, flamed red by the setting sun, could have exploded from her staring at them…they would have done. But nothing happened to the roof, or chimneys, or the streets below.

Timson, MacLeod and MacLeod were the most recent generations of a very old law firm. They resided in dark wood-panelled offices on the upper floors of a grey stone building in an older part of Inverness; the high windows looked out over the wide grey-green river Ness as it flowed northwards to the sea. Their conference room was cold. The sunlight outside, now fading fast, barely made it past the window-sill.

Morag and her brother Boyd had been escorted to Scotland from England by Alice Skipton from Social Services, but after being met at the airport by their new guardian, Wulfric Kennetson, they had been left to sit on a cushioned window seat out of the way—while things were discussed by the adults. More welcoming was the afternoon tea that had been served to them in antique porcelain cups; some very good beef sandwiches had arrived on matching plates. Rag turned from the window to the mahogany side table, and sat down heavily on a cushioned seat. She was deciding whether a second chocolate éclair from the well-laden, triple-tiered cake-stand would be permitted when Boyd nudged her,

‘What?’ she mouthed silently with a frown.

Boyd nodded to the far side of the large room where they could see their newly designated uncle, Wulfric Kennetson, Alice Skipton from Social Services, Mr Timson and Mr Timson’s clerk facing each other across one end of an enormous, antique boardroom table. Mr Timson and his clerk were gathering up legal paperwork. Uncle Wulf had pushed back his chair and stood up. He was impressively tall.

Morag was fascinated by his pale blond hair, tied tightly back in a thick plait; it was much longer than her hair, and hung right down his back over his long, brown leather waistcoat. He looked, and dressed, a bit like the Huntsman out of that Snow White movie, she thought, but older. Though she couldn’t tell how old because he didn’t have many wrinkles, not like Mr Timson, who reminded her of a tortoise at the zoo.

‘I believe we are finished,’ said Uncle Wulf. Morag could hear from his tone of voice that meant there’d be no more talking. Mum used to sound like that when she’d had enough of arguing with her over hair-brushing and teeth-cleaning.

‘But Mr Kennetson, what about schools? There are still things to discuss…,’ said Alice Skipton.

‘They will be home-schooled. Anything else I shall see to in due course. Your papers are signed and witnessed. I have answered your questions. We have a long way to travel and I wish to start now.’

‘But…,’ protested Alice, remaining seated.

‘Miss Skipton,’ Mr Timson spoke quietly, ‘Mr Kennetson is now the children’s legal guardian, any decisions he chooses to make regarding their welfare are his alone; the Social Services of England are no longer part of that process.’

‘Yes, I know, but…’

‘Miss Skipton, my clerk will be very happy to drive you to your hotel, and arrange for transport back to the airport tomorrow if you wish. Donald…’

The smiling young clerk dressed in a dark suit stood and stepped forward to take her chair.

‘This way Miss Skipton.’

‘Of course,’ said Alice after a moment. ‘I’ll just say goodbye.’

She looked a bit sour, and definitely put-out…like a bulldog sucking a wasp, her mother used to say, thought Morag.

Miss Skipton stood up slowly; Donald eased her chair out of the way. She picked up her shoulder bag, fishing out two business cards from a front pocket as she walked over to the seated children. She handed one to Boyd.

‘I do hope you are happy up here with your Uncle Wulf, but if you need any help or you want to speak to someone, you can call my office any time, there’s an answer-phone after office hours…’

‘Goodbye, Miss Skipton,’ Boyd stood up and held his hand out formally—just like Uncle Wulf had done when he’d first met them at the airport, thought Rag.

Miss Skipton hesitated a moment, then took Boyd’s hand and shook it politely, before turning to Morag.

‘Goodbye, Morag, dear.’

Rag refused to stand up, she just stared up at her. ‘’Bye’ she said eventually and turned her attention back to the cakes. Miss Skipton paused for a second, and seemed about to speak, but then just slid the other business card onto the table top.

Out of the corner of her eye Rag saw Miss Skipton walk back to the waiting men. Wulf offered her his hand; he shook the woman’s hand firmly once and released it. Morag strained to hear what Uncle Wulf said, still curious that he didn’t sound at all Scottish, not like Mr Timson and Donald.

‘Thank you for accompanying the children.’

‘Yes. Well—we all want what’s best for them in the end.’

‘Miss Skipton…?’ The clerk held her overnight bag in one hand and the door open with the other. She had no other option than to go with the attentive clerk.

Wulf turned to the children, ‘We will leave shortly—you may like to get ready.’

‘Can we take the cakes with us?’ said Rag.

‘Certainly. I will have a box found for them, and some more sandwiches too.’ Mr Timson said, smiling. ‘If that is acceptable, Wulfric Kennetson?’

Wulf nodded and smiled back warmly; Morag could see he liked this man.

‘Your hospitality is welcome, Timson. We will leave in half an hour, children…’ Wulf turned to Timson again, ‘…will your man do me the service of filling the car with petrol?’

‘He will be very pleased to assist you. If I could just have a brief word on another matter before you leave…?’

Wulf spoke to the children, ‘Morag, Boyd—please remain here. I shall only be a short while.’

Uncle Wulf and Timson left the room, leaving the children at the window-seat. There was so much to say that neither of them could think of where to begin, so they sat in silence for a few minutes.

Eventually Morag whispered fiercely to her brother: ‘We could still go. We could catch her up at the airport and get her to buy us tickets home—Auntie Carol would pay her back.’

Boyd sighed and shook his head; he took out his music player and pushed the white ear-buds firmly into his ears. Rag watched as he leaned forward so that his dark curls fell across his face—pulling the curtains her Mum had called it…

‘Boyd—we can still go if we hurry! We could stay with Auntie Carol until Dad comes back—it won’t be long.’

Boyd stretched his long legs out and sat nodding his head to the music, arms crossed firmly across his skinny chest. Morag leaned over and yanked the ear-buds out of his ears by the wire.

‘Heh—don’t do that!’

‘Listen to me—we could still go home…’

‘We don’t have a home!’ Boyd spoke sharply. ‘Mum is dead. She is gone. She got cancer—and she died. Dad—could be anywhere. Mum wrote and emailed; he didn’t reply. He hasn’t come back—he might never come back, because we don’t know where he is, or what he does. Or…anything!’

Boyd stuffed the ear-buds back into his ears. Morag could feel the hot tears filling her eyes. Boyd looked at her; he pushed his hair back…and then pulled one ear-bud loose with a sigh.

‘Rag…we have to stay with Uncle Wulf now. OK, he looks a bit weird with that whole rock-star roadie sort of thing, but Mum and Dad lived with him when they were children. He has a castle, that’ll be cool. They trust him, or Mum wouldn’t have put it in her will for him to be our guardian. He will look after us, until…until…’

‘Dad is going to come back.’

‘He’s been gone a long time this time…’

‘But he wouldn’t leave us! Not now Mum has…gone away.’

‘She is dead, Rag. She got cancer and she died very quickly. Look, I don’t much like being signed over, like we were parcels left for collection, but Mum’s dead, and we’re out of options.’

‘Oh shut up! Shut up! You’re only saying that because they told you not to bottle things up!’

Boyd pressed his lips together, retrieved his ear-bud and replaced it without speaking. He lowered his head, retreating behind his curtain of dark hair.

Rag knew she’d gone too far, but there was no way back… She turned and knelt up on the window seat so she could stare out of the window—still nothing burst into flames or exploded.

Neither Morag nor Boyd spoke, there was nothing left to say. 


  


  Chapter Three


After the car had stopped, the lack of movement made Boyd begin to stir. He looked around; they were in a courtyard in front of a tall stone building, at the foot of which was a big pair of wooden doors above wide stone steps. The area was lit by large glass lanterns on either side of the doors. Boyd could see the shadowed outlines of surrounding buildings, some high, some low, which must be old stables and barns, but above them all loomed the great square tower of Wulf’s castle. Lower wings leaned against the tower, obviously built at various times later; their pale stone walls held tall narrow windows glazed with small glass panes—a few showed lights were on inside, but most were dark. All the buildings had steep roofs of grey slates that blended into the darkness of the night skies. Between the brass-shaded outside lights, Boyd now saw the large wooden doors of the house now stood open.

Boyd blinked—he glimpsed a flicker of movement, somebody’s shadow disappearing through the open doors. He thought at first it was Rag—at least it was someone her size. He turned, and saw his sister half-awake and stretching beside him—couldn’t have been her, maybe there was another child? Boyd yawned; Uncle Wulf opened the car door beside the boy.

‘Come—your rooms are made ready. It is late. You should go up to bed and we will talk in the morning.’ Boyd was still sleepy.

‘What about our bags…?’ he mumbled.

‘We will bring them in later—there are night clothes laid out on your beds.’

Boyd stumbled out of the car dragging his tartan rug with him. He shrugged it around his shoulders and stood looking around—grey stone walls and wooden barn doors, each tightly closed, faced on to the cobbled court yard—strange cobbles, Boyd thought, very small, and quite pale…funny patterns… He tried to follow the curves, but his eyes were too tired to concentrate on the intricate shapes that disappeared into darkness at the far side of the yard. Wulf had gone to the other side of the car and scooped Morag up in his arms; she barely struggled before he shushed her back to sleep. Boyd followed Wulf into the house.

The floor of the lofty hallway was paved with large grey flagstones; on the high walls hung many faded woollen tapestries. Across one wall was a huge sideboard made out of dark wood, heavily carved with complicated designs of fruit and fantastical animals. Two large brass candelabra stood at each end of it, and a great brass bowl of dried rose petals and lavender was placed in the middle. Ahead of them was an enormous, polished staircase with great thick banisters and elaborately turned posts; it rose towards the dimly lit upper floor, turning its way up and around, and up again, following the square of the hall’s walls. Wulf was already walking up to the first landing, Boyd, bleary-eyed, followed.

Muted whispers caught his attention and he looked down towards the far corner of the hall, but the door there quickly closed before he could see who was behind it. He followed Wulf wearily; up the great staircase, along a corridor and up another smaller, twisting staircase until they finally came to a corridor with several doors leading off it.

‘These are your rooms—your bedrooms are here, the door there is your sitting room, your school room is the one beyond it—and your bathroom is at the far end.’

‘Really…all these…for just us?’

Wulf nodded. ‘The one thing we have no lack of is space.’

He opened Morag’s bedroom door, stooping slightly to grasp the brass handle because he still cradled her in his arms. The main light was already on—a four-branched coloured glass chandelier, which hung from the middle of the heavily moulded, decorative plaster ceiling. Boyd saw a white-painted wooden four-poster double bed piled high with pillows; a long, white cotton nightdress lay across the patterned velvet quilt. Wulf laid Rag down on the bed and knelt to take off her trainers. He glanced across to see Boyd watching him from the doorway.

‘Come and turn back the bed cover—she can sleep as she is.’

As Boyd did, Wulf unzipped Rag’s jacket and slid it backwards from her arms, the girl woke up enough to mumble that she could do it herself. Uncle Wulf lifted her up to the pillows and let her pull the covers over her up to her chin and struggle out of her jeans beneath them.

‘Your brother’s room is just across the hall,’ he said. Rag nodded, yawning widely, only half awake, she curled up against the pile of feather pillows, pulled the blankets around her neck, and went straight back to sleep. They left her room. Wulf turned off the light behind him and closed the door

Across the hall, Uncle Wulf opened the door to Boyd’s room. His double bed was framed with dark, polished wood; the wide, panelled bed-head reached almost to the ceiling. The projecting wooden canopy was hung on either side with heavy curtains embroidered in wool with red lions and heraldic beasts; they matched the floor-length curtains drawn over the two tall, narrow windows. This bedroom was bigger than the entire living room at their old home.

‘Would you like a hot drink, or would you prefer to go straight to sleep?’

Boyd realised his mouth was caked and dry; he nodded, realising how thirsty he felt.

‘Tea? Hot milk? Chocolate?’

‘Chocolate would be good—the bathroom is…?’

‘At the end of the landing—I will have your drink brought up shortly.’

Wulf padded away and Boyd noticed that their new guardian had changed his Doc Martins for short leather boots that gathered in soft folds around the ankle. We must have been here longer than I thought before I woke up…thought Boyd. He yawned and shuffled off to the bathroom, still hunched inside his tartan blanket.

The black and white tiled bathroom was equally enormous. The old-fashioned white porcelain fittings were large and sturdy, topped with big polished brass taps. A huge copper bath stood in the middle of the room raised on enormous lion’s paw feet. The inside of it was enamelled white; placed over one end, with a voluminous white shower curtain bunched up behind it, was a tall contraption of curved copper pipes and brass nozzles that seemed to be designed to shoot jets of water at you from all angles if you stood under it. Scary…thought Boyd.

He finished relieving himself, mindful to put down the thickly varnished, wooden hinged-lid on the lavatory, and pulled the chain on the high flush; which thundered impressively before refilling with much gurgling of pipes. He washed his hands, drying them on one of the fluffy, pale towels hung over a rail of polished copper pipes, still slightly warm to the touch. Gathering up the tartan he’d dumped on the wicker chair in the corner by the big bronze radiator, he went to leave. As he paused to find the cord to switch off the light, he caught a glimpse of movement near the door of his room.

‘Is that you Rag? The bathroom’s down here…’

He heard small feet pattering away down the carpeted stairs.

‘Rag…?’

He walked down the corridor—no one was in sight. He opened the door to Rag’s room—she was still fast asleep.

He closed the door and went back into his own room—on a bedside-table was a tray with hot chocolate in its own silver pot, a white mug and a plate of home-made biscuits. He didn’t feel particularly sleepy now, but he got undressed. There were some old-fashioned striped pyjamas laid out on one pillow, ready for him to put on—they smelled faintly of lavender. He poured a mug of chocolate and got into bed.

As he sipped the rich milky drink, he looked across at the old-fashioned toys, books, and wooden boxes stacked on the shelves running all across the far wall, and realised with a shock…this must have been his father’s room when he was a boy—and nothing had been changed!

There were two large globes on wooden stands at either end of a huge old-fashioned desk under the shelves, one terrestrial, and the other celestial. Near a window was a sizable brass telescope on a tripod stand. Three old model aeroplanes hung from the ceiling on fishing line… The books on some of the shelves…many looked much older than his father’s should have been…his father…his Dad…

Suddenly, Boyd started to sob very quietly. He tried not to, but uncontrollable tears rolled down his cheeks and his nose got wet. He used the linen napkin on the tray to wipe his face, before he found a crisply folded white handkerchief in the pyjama jacket breast-pocket. There was a plaited cord hanging beside the bed-head that turned the main light off. Boyd grabbed it and pulled, drawing a veil of darkness over his father’s things.

He sat propped up among the pillows, his eyes slowly becoming accustomed to the darkness, alternately sipping the sweet chocolate, nibbling the biscuits, and wiping his nose until he had nothing left but a few sniffles. He put down his mug and listened to the wind humming softly as it danced across the tiled roofs outside. He heard a distant, soft rustling of many leaves coming from somewhere just beyond the castle’s walls. As he drowsed, he thought he heard a horse in the courtyard below him, but it wasn’t the harsh clip-clop of iron-shod hooves…more a muffled, heavy regular tread, so perhaps he was mistaken…but he finally relaxed and went into a deep sleep.

Only to be half-woken up by a swishing noise as his door opened slowly and brushed over the carpet. A small figure in a long white nightdress glided into his room, calling his name.

His eyelids flickered open…

‘Boyd… Boyd…’

He shot bolt upright with a yelp of fear as a pale figure approached silently through the gloom. It hovered at his bedside…

‘Boyd… where’s the bathroom? I need the loo.’

Boyd fell back into the pillows—it was his pesky little sister!

‘Door at the bottom of the hall—and don’t flush, you’ll wake everybody up!’

‘Oooookay…’

He heard bare-feet pad away as he turned over and dragged the blankets closer around his neck, drifting back to sleep. Moments later it seemed, he heard the door slide over the carpet again and after a short pause he felt the mattress rock as if something heavy had climbed on to the bottom of the bed.

He thought he heard a breathy voice whisper.

‘I comes in?’

Boyd grunted sleepily, ‘OK, if you must.’ He hitched over to create a space…after a moment something chilly touched his back.

‘Keep your cold feet to yourself Rag or you’re out,’ he growled into his pillow.

The coldness withdrew…and then the mattress rocked again and something heavy thudded softly to the floor.

His sister shook his pyjama sleeve. ‘Can I come in with you?’

‘Wha…? I said yes before, didn’t I?’ Boyd mumbled.

‘I didn’t ask before.’

Boyd jerked awake and looked around, his eyes still had their night-vision—the heavy curtains made the room very dim, but outside the moon must have been very bright. He could see his sister at the side of the bed, dressed in an old-fashioned, long-sleeved, white cotton night-dress that buttoned up the front.

‘You were here a minute ago.’

‘Yes, I wanted the bathroom.’ Rag climbed up onto the double bed and tunnelled under the blankets.

‘And then you asked to get into bed.’

‘I just did, didn’t I?’

‘I mean before that.’

‘I dunno what you mean…’ Rag yawned. ‘Go back to sleep, you were dreaming.’

It took a while before he went back to sleep—even after he pulled the blankets up nearly over his head. Surreptitiously, he leaned closer to the warm body of his sleeping, now gently snoring sister.

There are no such things as ghosts… He must have been dreaming…mustn’t he? Yes, dreaming…because ghosts aren’t real…ghosts aren’t real… 



  

  Chapter Four


What woke them both was the hollow clank of wooden buckets banging together out in the courtyard, and the low murmur of voices too far away for the words to mean anything.

Boyd nudged his sister; Rag rolled over, curling up into the bedclothes. He nudged her again—harder.

‘Stoppit!’ she mumbled from deep within a pillow.

‘Wake up, Rag—do you know where we are?’

‘In bed. Asleep.’

‘Besides that.’

Outside the window he heard the unmistakable noise of chickens clucking eagerly and a voice calling ‘chuck, chuck, chuck’. The noise faded as someone led the hens away. Though now Boyd heard a muffled ‘moo’…

‘Uncle Wulf has a farm…,’ he muttered.

‘E-i E-i Ooohhh… Now just go back to sleep!’

There was a sudden sharp tap-tap against the outside of the window. The two of them froze; they looked at each other, avoiding looking at the window. The insistent noise was repeated…tap-tap, tap-tap-tap…

‘What. Is that?’ whispered Rag.

‘A tree branch.’

‘Really?’ she said.

‘Must be,’ said Boyd, but he didn’t sound confident.

Tap-tap, tap-tap…

‘Why don’t you draw the curtains?’ said Rag.

‘Why me?’

‘It’s your room.’

‘It’s nothing. Anyway, why don’t you go back to your own bed and leave me in peace.’

‘I’m not going anywhere until you see what’s out there!’ she said.

Tap-tap-tap-tap…

‘There’s nothing out there!’

‘Then open the curtains!’

‘All right!’

Boyd jumped out of bed, but paused to straighten his shoulders before walking slowly towards the window. The tapping had stopped. He took a deep breath, and reached up to the curtain, pulling it open quickly.

On the window ledge outside a large black crow flinched, fluttering its wings before settling down. It stared up at Boyd. The bird tilted its head to one side, then the other, and then leaned forward to tap the glass sharply with its beak.

‘Woooah! It’s—a bird. Maybe a crow, I don’t know…’ Boyd relaxed after the initial surprise.

The bird wasn’t at all flustered—it just regarded Boyd with a beady black eye.

‘A crow? Really…? Let me see.’

Rag bounded out of bed and ran to the window. The crow was startled by her sudden appearance and flew off in a hasty flurry of black feathers. She watched it circle the nearby roofs before landing to stalk moodily along the ridge tiles of an outbuilding. It opened its beak repeatedly, but its harsh caw-caws were muffled by the glass.

In the yard below them was Uncle Wulf , dressed much as he had been the day before in long brown leather waistcoat and dark cargo trousers tucked into his laced-up boots; he’d come out of a barn and held up a wooden bowl. The crow flew to perch on his raised left arm, sidling along to dip its head to the corn in the bowl. Wulf dropped his arm, scattering the grain on the cobbles; the bird flew down to peck at it eagerly. The tall man turned and walked back inside the barn.

‘He wanted his breakfast.’ said Rag, ‘…I think I do too.’

She padded away, back to her bedroom, leaving Boyd at the window. He pulled the other curtain open and stared out. At a distance, beyond the slate roofs of the outbuildings, hills rose steeply into craggy tops of exposed granite. The castle was built in a sheltering valley with a flat floor. Boyd tried to remember his geography lessons about valleys and glaciers, but decided it didn’t really matter; they were ‘here’, wherever here was… He just had to hang on until Dad got their messages and came back. But a small voice inside his head whispered—if he comes back…

He pulled the curtains at the other window open. Through that one he could just about see beyond the outbuildings to high-walled gardens—for vegetables maybe…and beyond that, a shelter-belt of oaks and pines, and a thicket of slender Silver Birch trees which shivered in the breeze. Over the furthest tree-tops he could see the open moorland that gradually rose into mountainous rocky outcrops. The castle sat at the valley’s widest point, cupped by sheltering outcrops of heather, stones and sloping moorlands.

Miles from everywhere and everyone, thought Boyd glumly, what on earth are we going to do all day?

Back in her bedroom, Rag opened her one suitcase she’d been allowed to bring. Her tightly packed clothes were now wrinkled into jagged creases. She looked around the large room; the furniture was light, shiny wood, big and old-fashioned: a tall chest of drawers, matching dressing table with three mirrors, and a double wardrobe with a mirrored door. There were empty shelves above the white-painted cupboards built into the big alcoves on either side of the chimney breast, which held a proper fire-place for a real fire, now securely fenced off behind a brass mesh guard.

Shelves of books stood above a wide desk with more drawers…another door set into the wall probably held even more shelves…and all she had was in one suitcase and a rucksack. She wished she had her own stuff here. Looking at all the empty spaces reminded her of her little bedroom at home, and all her things that had to stay packed away under the bed or stacked in plastic boxes because she didn’t have room to put them out…here she had loads of space and nothing to put in it.

She pulled her two favourite soft toys out of the rucksack, along with some of the bean-bag cats she wasn’t supposed to have packed. She had a huge and much-loved collection at home, colourful velour bean-bag animals of every sort. It had been a wrench to leave them behind. Miss Skipton had said they had to leave everything for the moment, and they could come back later to get the rest of their things once they knew they were settled. Rag had decided to bring as many of the cats as she could get in her bag without being discovered.

Looking around she decided the little cats could sit on the dressing table with the silver-topped cut-glass jars and bottles—all of which were empty, apart from one perfume spray that smelled like roses—the liquid splashed up the dressing-table mirror when she gave the silky bulb an experimental squeeze. Rag hastily grabbed yesterday’s tee-shirt to mop it up, then wrinkled her nose at the stale, un-washed body smell and dropped it on the floor.

She rooted through her clothes, leaving some spilling onto the rug, pulled out the wash-bag with her toothbrush in—should she clean them now or later? Better do it now, she thought. As she got up, she noticed a thick, fleecy dressing gown hanging on a hook on the back of the bedroom door. It was pale grey and when she took it down, she saw a complicated design of silk-embroidered intertwined letters on the chest—‘M M E’… Morag Mia Ellis. Uncle Wulf had it made especially for me… One part of her was pleased, but another part thought…as if that is going to make me like it here! She pulled it on and stomped off to the bathroom at the end of the hall.

 

Boyd heard the door opposite slam and bare feet slap down the carpeted hallway, then the bathroom door slammed shut. She won’t be long, he thought. His sister only washed as much as necessary, Mum was always telling her to clean her teeth properly and to wash every morning…

Boyd’s grip tightened on the suitcase handle as he heaved it up onto the bed with more force than was needed. He stood for a moment, pressing his lips together hard to force the sigh away. Then he sniffed loudly before his nose got wet again.

Mum always told him not to tease Rag if she was smelly…now he’d have to be the one to nag her to wash properly. He tilted his head back, inhaled deeply then blew the breath out hard—determined to be in control of himself. He unzipped the case and took out a pile of his neatly folded clothes.

There was a big chest of drawers, taller than he was, against the wall opposite, and another shorter one with a framed mirror on top between the windows. He walked across to the larger chest and pulled out a drawer at waist height and dumped the clothes inside. He opened the drawer below; it held more pairs of striped pyjamas, and some crinkly plastic packets of white vests and Y-fronts—he sneered at those and closed the drawer.

Curious now, he investigated the rest; some drawers were empty, but others held soft, long-sleeved, checked flannel shirts in earthy colours, another had thick jumpers knitted in complex patterns of knots and cables, and in the very top drawer, which he had to stand on a chair to reach…he found a complete Highland outfit of heavy, pleated kilt, white linen shirt, and two short, wool jackets, one pale grey, one dark green, both decorated with multiple rows of silver buttons…though what impressed him was the hands-span length knife in its finely embossed leather sheath. The shaped handle was made of dense black wood, carved with finely beaded spirals, made so it would fit snugly against the palm…but the buckled strap attached to the sheath was far too short to go around the waist. Maybe it hung on something?

He heard the bathroom door close and Rag’s feet pattered back to her room. Boyd put the knife back—he’d get it out and look properly later on. He climbed down, searched his washbag out of the suitcase and went to the bathroom.

Rag was dressed and sitting on his bed when he came back.

‘Get out of my room!’

‘I was only waiting for you.’

‘Well wait in your own room.’

‘All right’, she slid off the bed sulkily. ‘No need to throw a fit.’

‘I’m not throwing a fit, but this is my room…’ Boyd bit back his annoyance. ‘Just…just wait in your room until I’m dressed and we’ll go downstairs together.’

‘I was only sitting. I didn’t touch anything!’ Rag left, slamming the door behind her.

Boyd looked around, some of the books had moved and a different country was now uppermost on the globe. Good job I left that knife out of sight, he thought.

He dressed in his own clothes, left his room and tapped on Rag’s door. She opened it immediately.

‘Sorry for shouting’, he said.

‘Sa’right. Can I look through your telescope later?’

‘Okay—but ask before you do.’

‘Yeah. Sorry. Which way do we go?’

‘I guess we’d better go that way, I think that’s where we came up,’ said Boyd.

 

They walked down a small staircase, which they found led to a landing, before it carried on curving downwards and around in tight, looping spirals. Further along the hallway they could see the large, carved wooden posts of the big staircase they’d come up the night before, so they walked that way. Their rubber-soled trainers squeaked on the polished wood as they went down the wide staircase.

Obviously alerted by the noise, Uncle Wulf came out of one of the doors in the big hallway.

‘Come this way,’ he said and led them through the polished wooden door.

They were in a lofty corridor with doors off to one side. Uncle Wulf led them through the third door along and they entered a sunny room with a tall window. A table big enough for eight was laid with two place settings. On a large sideboard a number of lidded, silver chafing dishes sitting on silver frames were arranged in a row, each with a little candle-burner mounted under the dish to keep the contents hot.

‘They did not know what you liked so they made a selection, you can tell me later what you prefer.’

Uncle Wulf went over to a large pair of polished wood cupboard doors set into the wall. At the side was a small brass funnel attached to a flexible pipe; a whistle was built into one side of the funnel. Wulf blew into it—after a few moments a muted voice, from wherever the other end of the pipe led, made a wordless questioning reply to the whistled summons.

‘Will you have tea?’ he said, turning towards them. Rag and Boyd nodded.

‘Tea for two.’ Uncle Wulf said loudly and clearly. The pipe mumbled assent. Wulf put the funnel back on its hook. He opened one of the gleaming cupboard doors to reveal a large square shaft built into the wall with thick ropes hanging down inside the dark space.

‘They call this contraption a ‘dumb-waiter’—they will send your tea up in it. I shall come back later to speak to you when you have eaten.’

He closed the hatch and went to leave them.

‘Who’s they?’ asked Morag.

‘My housekeepers—please, take what you want, but be careful, the dishes are hot.’

And with that, Uncle Wulf left them on their own.

Boyd sniffed hungrily, he smelled bacon. He lifted the lid of one dish—it was filled with scrambled egg. The next one held fishy-smelling, bright yellow rice. He put the lid back and tried the next—curling rashers of crisped bacon and golden cakes of fried potatoes. His mouth began to water and he realised how hungry he actually was. There were white china plates in a stack and a tray holding tongs and spoons, Boyd put the lid down on the tray and picked up a plate.

‘Do you want me to put some out for you?’

‘No, I can do my own. They haven’t got any cereal though—I like cornflakes for breakfast.’

His sister lifted the lid over the next dish—sausages and grilled tomatoes, and finally, a large tureen stood on its own tray. Rag stood on tip-toe to reach the domed lid.

‘Careful,’ warned Boyd.

‘I can do it!’ She reached to tilt the lid open; the warm smell of cooked oats drifted out,

‘Ugh—porridge!’ The hinged lid slipped back into place with a clang. She came back to where Boyd was adding eggs to his plate of bacon.

‘You can put some of them on my plate,’ she said, ‘and I want to try some of that rice stuff.’

‘You sure?’

Something inside the hatch in the corner rattled and a distant whistle sounded from the pipe as somebody blew into it from the far end.

They looked at each other, then at the closed doors of the hatch. Boyd shrugged his shoulders, put his plate down and went over to open the doors. The rope pulley rattled and
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