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Chapter 1
The night before school


Sunday night wasn't Megan's favourite time of the week. Sat in
her bedroom she was feeling really sad that she had to go back to
school tomorrow. She had a maths lesson first thing, which was
definitely not her idea of fun!



It had been her 10th birthday recently and she'd received lots of
clothes, presents and a book from her dad. The idea of going back
to school was a grim prospect. 



It was already 7 o'clock, and she lay on the the bed wondering how
she was going to spend what little time was left before bedtime.
She didn't feel like reading and it was too late to go on her
trampoline. Her mum wouldn't let her out to see her friends and
there was nothing on TV. As she looked over at the window and the
darkening sky outside she felt really bored.



"I know", she thought to herself, "I'll go on the computer and surf
the internet. There might be something fun to look at!"



So up she got and went over to the computer and before long was
looking at websites about all the things she liked. First she
looked at a fan site for "High School Musical". She loved all the
songs and the dancing and how enthusiastic everything was. Then she
went over to the official x-factor site and had a look at how the
American version was getting along. She also had a look at the
Strictly Come Dancing site, though she wasn't as interested in
that.



Suddenly a loud flash of light from outside almost shook her out of
her seat. It lit up the whole room and gave her a real fright. She
thought, how am I going to get to sleep with all this going on? She
went over to the window and, sure enough, there were ominous black
clouds on the horizon and she heard the grumble of thunder in the
distance. Sometimes it's great when it rains; but only if you're
inside and wrapped up warm!



However when Megan got back to the computer she noticed something
strange. The website she'd been looking at wasn't there and instead
was a white screen with the words "Click Me" in large black
lettering. This wasn't how she had left it, what was going on? She
also noticed that the screen was strange because all the computer
icons you usually saw were gone. All that was there was those two
words, with a bright white background which gave her bedroom an
eerie light. She thought of calling her mum, after all it might be
one of those viruses she had heard about. She certainly didn't want
to break her mum's computer, Megan might be an old woman before she
had finished paying for it! So being an inquisitive girl she did
the most natural thing she could think of. She moved the cursor
over to the "Click Me" lettering and pressed the mouse button.
After all, what's the worst that could happen?



As soon as Megan pressed the button something strange began to
happen. The computer seem to lock up and she became aware that the
thunder from outside had suddenly stopped. Everything in the room
became quiet and for some reason she started to become drowsy. She
felt herself slump in front of the computer as everything was
covered in darkness.










Chapter 2
The Woodcutter


Megan had no idea how much time had passed. All she was aware of
was that she was lying in an uncomfortable position on the floor.
Slowly she opened her eyes and stretched out her arms. What was
going on?



Megan found herself lying in a small grey room in front of a
fireplace. Luckily the fireplace looked as though it hadn't been
used in many years, even all the soot and coal had been cleaned up.
If it had been on fire she would have got a nasty shock, as she was
right in front of it!



She sat up and, as she shook the sleep away and rubbed her eyes,
began to study her surroundings. The little room had no furnishings
and a single window from which she could see a barren plain. There
were loads of tree stumps stretching off to the horizon - not a
very nice scene at all. Where was she, and how had she got there?
It was only a moment ago that she'd been on her computer. What was
going on?



Suddenly she heard some footsteps from outside the room and began
to get frightened. Before she had time to do anything the only door
in the room swung open and in walked an old man.



Megan became scared, but from the man's reactions she wasn't as
scared as he was. He almost jumped out of his skin when he saw
Megan in the room.



"My oh my oh my, what have we here? An intruder? You look too small
to be a burglar, how the devil did you get into my cottage without
me seeing? Come now, I have questions, from you I want the
answers!"



For a moment she said nothing. He didn't look like he was an evil
person. He had silver hair and a large crooked nose and looked
quite ancient. Though to Megan, of course, anyone born before 1995
was an old codger! The strange man was dressed in an old fashioned
suit and, looking down, she noticed his shoes hadn't been cleaned
in quite some time. Still in a whirl after finding herself in a
strange place, Megan answered him.



"I'm sorry to be in your house. To be honest I have no idea how I
got here, in fact only a few minutes ago I was back home in my
bedroom and now I'm here."



The only explanation Megan could think of was that she had fallen
out of her bedroom window. But it was clearly daylight outside, not
the evening as she last remembered. Maybe she had fallen asleep and
been taken somewhere else in her sleep. In all honesty she had no
idea how she got here.



The old man studied her with his head at an angle. He obviously
didn't know what to make of her.



"I didn't mean to be here, honestly", said Megan. "My name's Megan,
and I've just turned ten years old. Can you please tell me where
'here' is?"



Megan looked at the man and the man looked at Megan and neither of
them said a word. He started rubbing his chin as he leaned against
the door frame. Just when he looked as though he was going to say
something he shrugged his shoulders and walked back out of the
room.



"Why do they always end up here?" he shouted out, to no-one in
particular.



Megan ran after him out of the bleak room into an equally bleak
hallway. Who decorated this place, did they only have one colour?
The old man was walking out of the house and when he got outside
Megan ran past and stood in front of him. She had no idea where she
was or how she got here, but one thing was for sure, she wasn't to
allow herself to be in the dark for very long.



"I want you to tell me where I am!", she demanded. "A moment ago I
was in my bedroom, and now I seem to be in the middle of nowhere
with nothing in it but a grey house and a grey little man! What am
I doing here, am I dreaming? If it is a dream I hope I wake up
soon! Even double maths is better than this dream!"



The old man was taken aback by her outburst. Megan suddenly felt
sorry for him, living in this awful dull place. There wasn't even a
tree for miles around.



"Please, can you tell me what's going on?" she pleaded.



"Alright, alright, ",he said as he led her back into the little
house, "you sit yourself down and I will get you a cup of tea. That
will make you feel better, yes it will!"



And with that Megan finally started to find out about the old man
and his little house. He had been living here for many years in the
house and was all on his own. He was a woodcutter by profession,
and had lived here a long time cutting down trees to supply wood
for the local area. But then things started to go wrong, all the
trees had been cut down and he'd lost his purpose. Not only that,
but he'd been forced to continue working, even though all the trees
had gone. Megan forgot all about herself as she listened to his sad
story.



"But I suppose you want to know how you got here, and where here
is?" he went on, "Well the answer to that is quite difficult, as
truth be told I don't entirely understand the question!"



This seemed to Megan to be an odd thing to say, and she told him
so.



"I can't say where 'here' is until I know where you come from and I
can say where 'there' is" he said.



"I come from England. It's in Europe. Are we in Europe?" she
asked



"Europe? Is that past the bridge by the hills? I'm not sure I can
rightly picture it." said the man, "I used to travel to the other
side of the hill but I haven't done in a while … leg's ain't
what they used to be, you see!"



"You speak English with an English accent. How can you not know
where England is?"



This stumped the old man. He rocked back in his chair, almost
spilling his tea, before looking back over at her with a very tired
expression. "I don't know the answers to any of your questions. But
I can tell you this. I don't know how you got here, but I can say
you're not the first little visitor I'd had in my days. Mind you,
it's been a long time since the last one. So, so long."



And with that he seemed to lose concentration again, gently rocking
back and forth in his old chair. Megan was getting annoyed at his
lack of clarity. She'd been in this strange place for an hour now
and still had no idea how she'd got there or how to get back.



"You say there had been other people who had arrived. Where did
they come from? How did they get home?" she asked



"Well then, well then … it's been such a long, long time. They
were about your age, dressed a little like you. They came from
nowhere … and went back to nowhere"



Megan was about to ask another question when the old man said, "But
of course I had Ginger around to help me in those days. He was
smart, was Ginger. Always seemed to know what to do with them. He
used to find things for me before I even knew I'd lost them!"



"Who was Ginger? Was he one of your children?" asked Megan



By his gruff response she could see he was almost offended by what
he asked. "No, young one, no! Ginger was my cat! He was the finest
mouser for miles around!"



“What colour was he?” asked Megan, realising the question was
stupid just as she'd asked it.



“Black. I called him Ginger because he loved gingerbread.” replied
the man.



Megan listened as the old man went on describe how he used to have
a faithful cat called Ginger. Ginger used to keep all the rats and
mice away and was always helping him find his things when he
mislaid them. Then one day Ginger went out for the night, as he
often did, and never returned. The old man waited at the window for
days and days and left saucers of milk to try and entice Ginger
back to the house. But the cat never returned, and the old man
gradually became more forgetful and confused without his cat to
keep him company.



"I'm sorry about your lost cat, and I'd love to help you find him.
But I'm lost myself and would love to go back home. Can you try to
remember about the other people that came before, and how ginger
helped them back home?", asked Megan. This was turning out into the
strangest day ever, she thought.



"I will try, little one," he said with a weary voice, "I will try.
But I am not the young man I once was, and my days grow shorter
with every season. I have an early day tomorrow. You can use the
spare bedroom, make yourself at home and we will see what we can do
for you in the morning."



With that the old man trudged slowly off to bed, and Megan went off
to the spare bedroom and made herself comfortable as best she could
in the austere surroundings. As she pulled the covers tightly over
herself against the cold she tried to make sense of her situation.
How had she got here? Where was she? If she didn't know where here
was how on earth was she going to get home, from here to there?
Naturally she was a little afraid, but at the same time everything
seemed to have become an awfully big adventure. As she drifted off
into a fitful sleep she swore she could have heard a faint purring
at the foot of the bed.










Chapter 3
The Frownies and the Sprouts


Megan woke with a start and sat bolt-upright in bed. There was a
loud commotion coming from the house!



"Hurry, hurry, they're almost here, they're almost here!" shouted
the old man as he seemed to rush from one room to another. She
didn't think he could move that fast!



"Get dressed at once and meet me outside, they're almost here!"
shouted the old man as he knocked furiously on her bedroom door.
Get dressed? She only had the clothes she was standing up in!



Megan hurriedly got out of bed and rushed outside to where the old
main was waiting. He looked a bit different to the day before, he
had had a shave and had smartened himself up a bit. But the most
noticeable thing to Megan was that he was leaning on a huge axe.
Even though it was clearly ancient, it was so bright and polished
she could actually see her own face in it; quite unlike anything
she'd seen so far in this weird and unusual place. It looked quite
out of place, and was so big it was almost as big as he was!



"Quick, quick! Look lively and stand up straight! They'll be here
any minute now!" the old man shouted.



Megan had only woken up a few minutes earlier and was quite unused
to all this activity so early in the morning. She was used to
spending at least an hour in the bathroom before even getting
changed into her clothes, and another hour choosing which outfit to
wear for the day. Sometimes she spent another hour swapping outfits
depending on what mood she was in, followed by half an hour being
told off by her mum for taking so long; and all this before
breakfast. Yet here she was, up at the crack of dawn with no idea
why, in clothes that were a day old! As she scanned the barren
horizon she couldn't help but give a big yawn. She was tired.



"Stand sharp, and be busy about you! They're here!" rasped the old
man.



At first Megan couldn't quite make out what he was staring at, but
sure enough something appeared on the bleak horizon. A huge
profusion of purple colour presented itself as far as she could
see, and came rolling towards them like a tidal wave. Megan was
rooted to the spot, partly of out fear and partly out of
excitement.



It seemed to be what looked like an army of purple flowers. Yet
that didn't make any sense, as everyone knows flowers cannot walk,
but they were racing towards her making a loud swishing sound. As
they drew close Megan could see that the flowers had curious little
faces; large amber eyes and wide mouths that were like slits. They
had no noses - imagine being a sweet-smelling flower and not being
able to smell anything.



At about 50 feet away the army of purple flowers came to an abrupt
stop. Megan realised they were covering her whole field of view.
There must have been thousands of them! She almost thought of
counting them, but it would obviously take all day and she didn't
want to do something as boring as that.



"We've come to help you with your task. Do tell us what you want to
ask!" the flowers all boomed at once, almost deafening Megan in the
process.



The old woodcutter appeared to be trembling at this scary sight.
After a moment he found his courage again and said, "I don't have
any wood for you to take away. But I have some old furniture that I
don't need anymore. Would you take it away please?"



Megan was taken aback at this as she had snooped round his cottage
the night before and found practically nothing in it. What on earth
was he talking about?



"It's in the back room" continued the old man.



With that, ten of the flowers broke away from the group and rustled
past Megan and the old man before they had a chance to react.
Moments later they emerged from the house, carrying a bed on their
petalled crowns. To Megan the bed looked kind of familiar.



"Hey!" she shouted, "That's my bed!"



The flowers stopped dead in their tracks. They all swivelled to
face her, the bed still balanced on their heads. They observed her
with curious eyes. She suddenly felt a bit afraid. After all, there
were thousands of the flowers and only one of her, and she didn't
have any gardening tools to fight them off with. How would you
fight flowers anyway? With a spade, she supposed.



"Our task is clear, it's junk we throw. The wood is old, it's time
to go!" shouted the little group.



"I don't care if the bed is old, I may have to use it again
tonight! You can't just come into people's houses and take away
their furniture if they're still using it. You're just a silly
bunch of flowers!" Megan shouted back.



The old man was trembling again and under his breath was saying,
"Don't annoy them please don't annoy them… "



But Megan wasn't going to budge on this. She was really annoyed at
the rude flowers and how they were scaring the old man who had
helped her out. Her earlier fear and apprehension at the sight of
the flowers had given way to seething annoyance. As she was often
in the habit of doing, Megan let her feelings get the better of her
and she strode forward and pushed the bed off the head of the
strange purple flowers. It thudded to the floor, to the gasps of
the visitors.



"You've gone and done it now little one!" cried the old woodcutter,
and with that he ran back into the house, slamming the door behind
him. Well that's just great, thought Megan.



"Our job for the day has been taken away!", shrieked all the
flowers at a level that was uncomfortable to listen to, "Who are
you, to do what you do?"



"My name is Megan," she said, "and I think it's stupid that you
would want to carry off an old man's bed when he doesn't have
anything in his house. Just look at all the tree stumps around you,
did you make him cut all those trees down as well? Maybe you should
mind your own business and leave him in peace!"



The flowers were obviously quite unused to being talked to in this
way. They swivelled their petalled heads this way and that, looking
at each other, seemingly unsure of how to handle this outspoken
girl.



"It's the cutter's job to chop the trees. It's our job to carry the
wood away. We are the Frownies, it's what we do!"



"The Frownies? What kind of absurd name is that? You're just
flowers" challenged Megan.



"We are busy flowers, we like to help out. If we don't have any
jobs to do, we don't have any reason to be here! So we make sure we
always have jobs to do", the Frownies protested.



It was beginning to make sense to Megan. The Frownies need to be
doing something, otherwise they would just sit around on their
stalks getting bored. But why were they in such a rush to get
things done, even if nothing actually needed doing? Megan asked
them that exact question.



"If we don't do it, the Sprouts will do it! It's them or us! Down
with the Sprouts!" they bellowed.



The Sprouts? What on earth were these crazy plants on about,
thought Megan. And just as she was about to ask the obvious
question, as if on cue, there seemed to be a rising swell of
agitation within the ranks of the Frownies. Megan turned to see
what they were looking at, and sure enough she could see another
colour appearing on the horizon. A green tide was now fast
approaching the little cottage.

As Megan guessed an army of Brussels Sprouts had arrived, running
along on stumpy little green legs. Unlike the Frownies the
newcomers didn't even have faces. They were nothing more than
Sprouts on legs. To Megan's surprise, the mouthless Sprouts still
found the voice to speak.



"We've come to work, we've come to serve. We Sprouts will always
find our nerve! The flowers work, but do it bad. They always leave
their customer sad. Down with the Frownies!"



This was all getting rather too much for Megan, she felt as though
she should have run into the safety of the cottage with the old
man. Or better still, not got out of bed this morning. Better
still, not gone on the computer last night!



"Down with the Sprouts!" shouted the purple flowers



"Down with the Frownies!" retorted the Sprouts-on-legs.



"Down with all of you!" shouted Megan, "Look, if you want something
to do, something that's actually useful, why don't I give you a job
to do? If will be a tough job and only the best need apply"



"The Frownies will do your job!" shouted the Frownies



"The Sprouts will do it better!" shouted the Sprouts



"The Frownies will do it bestest!" again shouted the Frownies



"Bestest is not a proper word!" said Megan, for she knew her way
around a dictionary and would not be beaten when it came to the
matter of spelling, punctuation and grammar. Her knowledge of words
went well beyond texting on her mobile phone.



"Tell us the job!" the flowers and vegetables both shouted as
one.



This is the question that had Megan stumped. She was so busy trying
to out-argue the Frownies and Sprouts she had no idea what her job
for them would be. Redecorate the old man's cottage? No, they would
probably rip the whole place apart and start again. Replant all the
trees? That would take too long and they would cause a nuisance all
over the countryside. Try to get along with each other? No, that
was impossible - there was clearly too much grumpiness between
them. Besides, they only seemed to value furious and pointless
physical activity. Silly little flowers and Sprouts.



"I don't know what my job will be, but if you come back tomorrow I
will tell you!" she said, hoping they would accept that.



With much grumbling they did. The Frownies trotted off back to one
horizon and the Sprouts trotted off on their little green legs to
the other horizon. Megan again found herself looking at tree stumps
stretching off in the distance. What a dismal place this was.



Presently the old woodcutter appeared at the doorway of his
cottage. "Have they gone?" he asked.



Megan had completely forgotten about him, she was so wrapped up in
her own thoughts about her job for the Frownies and the Sprouts.
"Yes, but they will be back tomorrow. I've got to give them a job
to do. But at least you still have your old bed - I will let you
take it back into my bedroom!" she said as she walked back into the
cottage.



She heard the old man give out a loud sigh as she went past. She'd
just saved his bed as well, the cheek of him!










Chapter 4
The Shadow-Cat


As Megan lay in bed that night she was overcome with many
feelings about the day's strange events. All those silly flowers
and Sprouts, and the old man seemed to be so scared of them. She
felt really sorry for him, stuck in this old house in the middle of
nowhere (wherever here was). Yet at the same time she almost felt
even more sorry for herself. Feeling sorry for herself was
something that Megan rarely did. Her mind was that if there was a
problem you may as well just get on and fix it. But how could she
fix her current problem, being in a strange place with no idea how
to get home and no idea how she got here?



As all these thoughts swam inside her bed she began to drift off to
sleep, but at the same time her sense were faintly aware of
something in the room that wasn't quite right. It was pitch black
as she had already turned off the lamp, but as she concentrated she
could hear a faint sound coming from the foot of the bed. It
sounded almost like the purring of a cat. Megan began to become
quite frightened and didn't really know what to do. Could there be
ghosts in this world? One thing was certain though, there was no
way she could go to sleep with something else in the room. She
resolved to grit her teeth and investigate.



"Is … is anyone there?" she asked softly.



No reply came, as is no surprise from a cat. She reached over to
turn on the lamp. The room was flooded in light, and as her eyes
adjusted she expected to see some kind of animal in the room. But
she could see nothing, even though the purring had not
stopped.



"Yes, I am here, child. Do not be afraid" spoke a voice from the
foot of the bed.



Megan peered over the foot of the bed, but could see nothing on the
floor. She then looked under the bed. Still nothing. There was
clearly no-one else in the room.



"Where are you hiding? I can't see you!" asked Megan, whilst trying
to keep the fear from her voice.



"Just because you cannot see me it doesn't mean I am not here. Can
you see the air? Can you see words travel from your mouth?" said
the voice.



"Of course not!" replied Megan incredulously.



"Then how can you be sure it's there?"



Megan thought about this for a moment before replying, "It just is!
Now answer my question!" Megan found it was all getting rather
much, being questioned by a mysterious voice.



Slowly in front of her a shadow lengthened along the floor. It was
the shadow of a cat, yet at the end of the shadow where the cat
should be there was nothing!



"Are you invisible? I can see your shadow but I can't see you!" she
gasped.



"I am here, be assured of that. You can hear me and I have revealed
as much of myself as I would like to reveal." said the voice, in a
rather matter of fact way.



"I have lived in this house a very long time looking after the
woodcutter. You could say I have almost become the house. I have
certainly become the old man's senses. Every day he loses
something, and every night I see to it that it is returned to a
place where it will be easily found. I watch over him at night and
I steer him from harm during the day. I taste his food and discard
that which is unfit to eat and I always make sure his water is pure
enough to drink. That is what I have done and that is what I will
do until he has no need of me anymore … and he will always
have need of me until his final breath."



"You are Ginger, his cat," said Megan, realising who the voice
belonged to, "He said you were lost and you didn't come
back."

"I have never gone away," replied the Shadow-Cat, "but in order to
continue my service I had to assume another form. A real cat cannot
do what I can do. I gave up my physical presence to look over him
in a deeper way."



That didn't make any sense to Megan, but many things hadn't been
making sense since she arrived in this weird world.



"Well that's all very nice, but it took a girl like me to see off
those stupid flowers!" she said, "They have been taking his stuff
for ages, he's got nothing left."



"Yes I saw what happened," said the strange voice, "You have my
thanks for that, as those creatures have been responsible for much
mischief on this island. And Megan, as gratitude for your courage
today, I propose that we help each other to help ourselves"



Not more riddles, thought Megan. Why couldn't people just be
straight with each other in this place?



"If you're so clever, Mr Shadow-Cat, you can let me know how I can
get back home?" she asked. No point in talking around the issue,
Megan thought correctly. "In return I will take those flowers and
Sprouts away with me and you can all be in peace."



"A fair proposal … but how do you plan to achieve this,
child?" said the cat.



"You tell me how to get home and I'll take them with me," Megan
said, before adding, "Somehow!"



With that Megan and the cat talked long into the night. Megan
learned that the best chance of getting home was to go and see a
king who lived in a faraway land. He held the means to get her
home.



According to the Shadow-Cat the king was a very superstitious
person. He was forever reading tea-leaves, listening to astrologers
and generally living his life according to the occult. In
particular he was fascinated by an ancient prophecy. The Shadow Cat
didn't said this was a famous prophecy throughout the land:



"Those that find themselves covered in the crest of the
snake,

Great valuables should they be offered to take.

Any who deny them great tragedies will bear,

As surely as the lock from their head of golden hair."



This was another thing that didn't make much sense to Megan.
Perhaps she would understand more about it tomorrow.



But first she had to find the king and, as the cat said, to do that
she first had to get away from the island they were on. The cat
brought forward ideas, and they added them up with Megan's ideas,
and slowly and steadily a plan was hatched between them.



The next day at the breakfast table Megan felt that the wood
cutter's attitude towards her had changed. He didn't seem quite as
welcoming as he had been before, and there was a definite
atmosphere in the house. Megan could understand why he would feel
like that, what with the trouble the previous day. At the same time
she was a little annoyed that he hadn't looked after her when she
had confronted the Frownies and Sprouts. But Megan was not one to
dwell on negative things, and as she slurped her tea and finished
off her jam sandwiches she had resolved to make everything right
between them before she left.



"I know you are probably angry with me," she began, "but I want to
let you know I'm going to put everything right today."



The old man seemed startled by what she said. He looked sulkily
down at his tea as though he would find some kind of answer at the
bottom of the cup. "It's not that I'm angry with you, young one",
he said, "But I've been living here and dealing with them things an
awfully long time. I'm just stuck in my ways!"

Poor old man, Megan thought, he's been here all alone for such a
long time. His cat looks after him and he doesn't even know. But
Megan knew she couldn't tell the old man about his faithful cat,
she had made a solemn promise not to reveal anything!



"Don't worry about a thing. I have asked the Frownies and Sprouts
to come back today… " said Megan



The old man's eyes widened. "You what!? They're not due for another
week! I always get a week to myself before I have to see them
again!". He was trembling with anxiety.



"Please, please stop worrying! I will take them away with me so you
never have to see them again!" said Megan. She may as well get
straight to the point, she thought. "I'm going to get them to do
something for me, and I will need them with me so I can get home.
They'll never bother you here and you can live in peace."



The old man took her hand rather sweetly. "If you could do that for
me, little 'un, I would be so grateful you could come back and stay
any time you wanted!"



That was an invitation she would never want to accept, she thought.
She wanted to get as far away from here as possible, as quickly as
possible. Wherever 'here' was.



Later that afternoon she waited for the Frownies and the Sprouts to
make their appearance. Megan had persuaded the old wood-cutter to
wait with her outside the cottage so she could prove to him that
they were going away for good. The problem was that, although Megan
had persuaded the woodcutter that everything would be taken care of
with no problems, she still had some doubts as to whether that was
really going to happen. The plan that had been suggested by the
Shadow-Cat certainly seemed to make sense at the time, but how
could she be sure that it was all going to work? She couldn't even
be totally sure that the cat wasn't some kind of evil spirit trying
to trick her! All she had to go on was her intuition and gut
feeling. Besides, if this plan didn't work she had no other plan to
fall back on. She would have to make it work!



Surely enough, at the agreed time, the horizon filled with a bloom
of purple flowers. Looking behind her she noted that the opposite
horizon was filling with the green Sprouts. Although Megan wasn't
particularly enthusiastic about seeing them she did like the amount
of colour they brought to this dreary little island. Both sides
moved against the cottage with speed, and Megan could hear the old
man whimpering with fear. Before too long she found herself in the
same situation as yesterday; flowers on one side, Sprouts on the
other.



With one voice the Frownies all shouted "We have come, as you
requested. The victorious Frownies will be tested!"



A moment later the curious vegetables replied "Triumphant Sprouts
will do better! We fulfil our jobs to the very letter!"



How tiresome all this rhyming is, thought Megan. Why can't they
just speak properly like proper people do!



"Frownies and Sprouts!" Megan began, "I have a big job for you to
do. An important job. It will be the most difficult job you have
ever carried out!"



Some of the purple flowers started jumping up and down in
excitement. The Sprouts were making a curious swaying motion, as
though they were pretending to use a hula-hoop. Such strange
creatures they were.



"Tell us! Tell us what it is!" they began chanting. Megan looked
around to see that the old man was quite pale, he looked as though
he'd never seen them behave this way.



"You are going to build me a ship!" Megan shouted to the
creatures.



The Frownies and Sprouts all stood around looking baffled, this
wasn't the response she had been expecting. The old man tapped her
on the shoulder and whispered, "What's a 'ship'?"



Megan suddenly realised they may not have even seen the ocean
before. She had no idea how far inland they were or if there were
any rivers around.



"A ship is something you use for sailing on the water," she
explained out loud. "It's big and wooden and has sails to catch the
wind and push it along."



The flowers and Sprouts again looked at each other in bewilderment,
they clearly had no idea what she was talking about. She may as
well be talking Chinese! Megan was feeling tired after the previous
night, and all the talking with the Shadow-Cat, could she have got
it wrong by mistake? This was what they had discussed, wasn't it?
One thing she was sure of is that she wasn't going to get anything
built just by staring at these silly flowers.



"If you are really as good as you say you are, you will accept this
job. I will show you exactly what I want you to do."



With that Megan took out her plans of the ship and laid them down
on the ground. She had to find some pebbles to weigh them down so
they wouldn't fly away in the stiff breeze. The flowers and Sprouts
tentatively gathered round until she and her plans were completely
surrounded. The old man looked on sullenly, unsure as to whether he
should be happy or sad.



Megan described to the crowd how they should go about building her
ship. It was a simple design, basically like that of an old Spanish
galleon, with tall sails and even a captain's galley in the back,
where Megan would stay of course! It was quite large in size, the
Shadow-Cat had insisted on this for the voyage ahead, and contained
enough room for her crew and provisions. Megan guessed that the
Frownies and Sprouts would want to live in separate compartments of
the ship, that's if they agreed to come at all. After explaining
the basics of what it was made of and how they would go about
building it, Megan waited patiently for the questions to begin. The
Frownies and Sprouts still seem quite bemused by it all.



"To build your ship we should, but where do we find all the wood?",
asked the Frownies Megan shrugged, that was their job as the
builders!



"We have lots of wood!", offered the Sprouts, "But no material for
the sails, have we."



"We have sails!", shouted the Frownies, "And hammers and saws and
nails!"



"Well that's great," said Megan, "Neither of you two can do it on
your own. The only way you will be able to perform this task will
be to work together and share your materials!"



An awkward silence fell upon the assembled crowd. The Shadow-Cat
had warned this might happen, so Megan again waited patiently for
the flowers and Sprouts to think about things.



"This is a great task, and only the best workers will be able to
complete it" she said, "Of course if you don't think you can both
work together then I could always go and find someone else to build
my ship … "



"No!" shouted the Frownies and Sprouts, and the noise was quite
deafening when they all spoke together, "We are the best builders
in the whole island! We will build your ship!"



For the rest of the afternoon Megan and the old man sat down with
the army of workers and made big plans. Megan thought that just
coming up with the idea was hard enough, but sorting out all the
details was even harder. It took a whole hour just for them to
calculate how much wood and sail material they would need. Megan
over calculated how much they would need as the Frownies and
Sprouts had stockpiled a huge amount of things, so they wouldn't
miss any of it! The woodcutter gradually began getting more
interested in things when they discussed how many of the Frownies
and Sprouts should go along with Megan to crew her ship. He
obviously realised that when she left on her voyage she would be
taking a lot of the troublesome creatures with her. It was the
first time she'd seem him get excited about anything.



Megan also learned a bit more about the strange world she found
herself in. It seemed that they were all living on a small island,
which had unfortunately been almost completely cleared of
vegetation by the hard-working yet troublesome flowers and Sprouts.
Megan was hoping that all the trees would grow back with no strange
creatures to cut them down. There was a mainland not too far away
over the sea, and it was here where the main towns and cities were.
The Shadow-Cat had told her of a king who was the key in getting
back home to England and everyone she knew. Of course Megan had to
rely on all this information being correct, but what else was she
able to do but trust in the people she'd met whilst she was here?
She knew she had no other choice.



Eventually they all agreed on how they would proceed. There was a
small bay about five miles away from the wood-cutters cottage, and
the Frownies and Sprouts would meet every day on the nearby beach
to assemble the ship. Megan knew she would have to act as the
overseer, firstly because she wanted to be sure that they followed
the plans, and secondly because she knew the Frownies and Sprouts
would probably just spend all day arguing amongst themselves
without someone bossy to keep them working! Obviously Megan had
done nothing like this before, but the Shadow-Cat had provided most
of the plans and she felt she could trust in him. It was up to
Megan to make sure it all happened. One thing was for certain, if
someone had told her a few days ago she'd be building a ship she
would have thought they were mad!










Chapter 5
Ocean Voyage


For the next few weeks Megan spent her days at the beach,
watching her creation take shape before her. The Frownies and the
Sprouts worked furiously, and Megan encouraged them to compete
against each other in completing work first. Although Megan still
wasn't entirely sure what in fact they were, the differences
between the two sides became clearer the longer she worked with
them. The Frownies were good at getting the details right but
sometimes took too long in arriving at decisions. The Sprouts, on
the other hand, worked non stop but didn't always get it right. In
fact they spent a whole day stitching the sails together only to
watch them fall apart as soon they hoisted them onto the ship's
mast. They had used spider web as a thread so of course it didn't
hold together. The Frownies didn't make make mistakes like that,
but they generally took much longer to do things. Working
independently they both had a lot of faults but when put together
they made a great team. Megan even noticed that they talked to each
other a lot more as the ship took shape. She guessed they must have
been cross with each other for years. Strange how it took a girl
and her ideas for a big ship to bring them both together.



During this time Megan didn't spent very long at the wood-cutter's
cottage, though of course she slept there at night. Every so often
she would sneak back during the day when the old man was out, and
get a small team of Frownies and Sprouts to start making furniture
for the house. Although he never mentioned it, the old man seemed
pleased that his little cottage was beginning to fill up with
things again, after years and years of getting emptier. Megan also
kept a look out for the Shadow-Cat during the evenings. He appeared
every now and then to ask about the ship's progress. She never told
the old man about him as she'd promised to keep him a secret.



Eventually, the day came where she inspected the progress on the
ship and found that everything had been done. The ship's hull was
finished, all the masts and sails were in place and the living
quarters were stocked with provisions. The ship had been
constructed on a set of wheels so they could move it down to the
water. All that was left now was for Megan to christen the
ship.



Megan gathered all the workers around and made a little speech,
"You have all done really well, and you have proved to me that you
can achieve far more together than you can do apart!"



The Frownies and Sprouts all murmured in agreement. The old man,
who had come down to the beach almost every day to check on what
had been going on, was beaming with pleasure. Was he happy at the
ship being finished or was he happy that the flowers and Sprouts
might be leaving soon? Whatever the reason, Megan was glad he was
happy.



Megan had got the Frownies to build a little stand so she could
have a little ceremony. There was a bottle of lemonade attached to
a rope.



"I name this ship … HMS Ginger" she announced proudly, and
with that she swung the bottle onto the ship where it smashed. The
assembled group started cheering wildly. The woodcutter smiled at
her, obviously happy that she had named the ship after his missing
cat. If only he knew it was Ginger who had come up with the design
of the ship in the first place!



She had the Frownies and Sprouts form a line and they each grabbed
ropes on either side of the ship and dragged it down to the
water.  As the ship started bobbing around in the water the
Frownies on the ship started panicking - they'd never been on water
before, as being flowers they couldn't swim and would simply float
away. Luckily the Sprouts seemed to be good swimmers. Some of them
dived into the water and paddled out to the front of the ship and
made sure the anchor was lowered. After a few minutes the ship
stopped swaying in the water and the Frownies settled down as
well.



"I hope you know what you're doing, young girl" said the old
woodcutter, "Do you even know where you are going? How will you
know how to get there?"



Megan produced a compass from her pocket. "All I need to do is sail
due south and after two days I will find the mainland. From there I
will find the king, and the king will get me home!"



The old man snorted, saying "That's a grand plan, and no mistake. I
have to admit I didn't think you would get these creatures to build
anything that wouldn't sink straight away But you have
determination, I'll give you that, and I hope you find what you're
looking for."



She looked up at him and could see that he was starting to get
upset. Had he enjoyed her company more than he'd let on? Maybe he
was just lonely. Whatever the reason, he'd looked after her since
she'd arrived at this strange place and she was glad of that.



Megan gave the old man a big hug "Thanks for everything. I don't we
will meet in the future, but I want you to know this. You should
never think that your cat Ginger walked out and left you. I am
certain he is still alive and will see you again."



The old man looked puzzled at this, and looked as though he was
going to ask some difficult questions, but Megan wanted to leave it
at that. She had some of the Sprouts take her to the ship in a
rowing boat, and soon she was standing on the deck looking back at
the shore.



"Goodbye!" she shouted to the old man, "I'll never forget you!". He
waved back sadly, and then started trudging disconsolately back
towards his cottage. The few Frownies and Sprouts that were left
waiting on the shore stood around awkwardly, not knowing what to do
with themselves. She had the feeling that the Shadow-Cat was
somewhere on the beach watching them leave, probably lurking in the
shadows. They had talked the previous evening and he had given her
lots of advice.



The Shadow-Cat seemed to have taken a shine to Megan for some
reason. She didn't know why. She was helping the woodcutter out but
that didn't explain the cat's helpfulness.



“Do not forget that even though we may be parted by time and
distance I will do my best to look after you.” he had said.
“Sometimes it is not our choice to be apart, but it is always our
choice to care.”



She felt sad about the words he had said. Would they ever see each
other again?



Returning to the present, Megan had the Sprouts raise the anchor
and begin unfurling the sails, and Megan turned the ship's wheel
towards the open sea. Before too long the beach started getting
smaller, and eventually disappeared over the horizon.



Megan had asked some of the Frownies and Sprouts to volunteer to be
her crew for the voyage, and to her surprised every single one of
them had put their hands up. But the ship was only so big, and
she'd wanted some of them to stay behind to help maintain the
woodcutter's cottage and replant trees on the island. As a result
she'd taken half of them with her, and although they were only
small, they were large in number and swarmed over the ship like
ants. They raced up and down the rigging whenever Megan gave her
orders, and were always scrubbing the decks even if they didn't
need cleaning. They just wanted to be busy all of the time!



The first day's sailing went smoothly. Megan stood at the wheel
most of the time making sure they were heading in the right
direction using the compass that the Shadow-Cat had given her. It
was quite windy and the ship's sails billowed whenever the gusts
caught them, and the HMS Ginger moved through the water at a steady
pace. The crew busied themselves on the deck and some of them
stayed up in the crow's nest looking out with little telescopes.
Megan was quite impressed that such strange little flowers and
Sprouts had built this ship and everything on it in such a short
space of time. They'd even come up with some of the details
themselves, like stitching together duvets for all the bunks down
below, and had added artistic carvings in the wood without Megan
even asking them to. Overall they were much more helpful than the
disruptive busybodies she'd first encountered only a few weeks
earlier. She just hoped that the ones left on the island didn't go
back to their old ways once she'd left!



After some time the sun began to dip below the horizon. It was a
lovely sunset and as Megan watched the shadows lengthen she thought
about the next stage of her adventure. The Shadow-Cat had said that
her answers lay on the mainland, and that the king was the key to
getting home. He hadn't really told her anything more than this,
probably because he didn't really know what she should do once she
got there. Megan was left in no doubt that from here on the rest
was up to her.



After a while she had the Sprouts go around with candles to light
all the lanterns on the ship. Megan was now getting tired after
what had been a long day, and she organised the crew into shifts to
look after the ship whilst the rest of them slept. She left one of
the Frownies at the wheel with the compass and told it to maintain
the present course. With all that organised she went down to the
captain's cabin and got into her bunk. It wasn't long before she
fell into a deep sleep.



Megan had no idea how long she'd been asleep, but when she awoke it
was because she'd been literally thrown out of her bunk and onto
the wooden floor. The whole ship was lurching violently from one
side to another, and she knew straight away that something was
wrong. She got dressed hurriedly and ran upstairs onto the
deck.



They were in a big storm. Rain was lashing down onto the deck and
the Frownies and Sprouts were frantically swarming over the ship,
desperately trying to bring things under control. Megan looked up
to see that the sails were still unfurled, and the high winds were
catching them and throwing the ship in all directions.



"Lower the sails!", she shouted, and ran up to the top deck of the
ship. There was no-one at the wheel, and without anyone to steer
the ship was thrashing around and the wheel spun one way then
another. She quickly steadied the ship's direction, and tied some
rope to the wheel to stop it turning. By this time the Frownies had
raised the sails and the ship started to calm again, despite the
intensity of the gale. But how long had they been tossed around by
the storm, and which direction were they going in?



"Listen to me!” she shouted over the sound of the wind and rain,
"half of you should go below deck as there's nothing else you can
do up here! Who did I leave in charge of steering the ship, they
should come up here at once!"



As some of the crew scurried downstairs, a particularly wet looking
flower emerged from the crowd and sheepishly came over to
her.



"I am sorry I couldn't steer, the wind rose and caused us to be
here!", spoke the flower.



Megan was furious, but looking down at the soaking wet Frownie she
knew she shouldn't be nasty to it. It was only a silly little
flower, after all, and hadn't steered a ship before. She should
have known better than to give a flower such responsibility.



"Where is the compass? We will need to change direction when the
storm passes."she said.



Then something very bad happened. The little flower shrugged what
passed for its shoulders and pointed one of its petals to the
ocean. The compass must have gone over the side of the ship. How on
earth where they going to know which direction to go in now?



With the wind and rain still lashing the ship she knew she couldn't
do anything about that now, and Megan sent the Frownie back to its
quarters. For the next couple of hours she stood at the wheel,
occasionally barking orders to the remaining flowers and Sprouts on
deck. They couldn't really do anything until the storm passed, but
in the meantime she made sure they were pointed against the main
direction of the wind, to make sure that the ship didn't take the
full force at the side and possibly capsize.



After what seemed like an eternity the rain changed to a drizzle
and the wind gradually began to die down. When Megan was absolutely
sure the storm had passed she left the wheel tied with rope and
returned back to her cabin, soaking wet and completely exhausted.
She changed into her pyjamas and collapsed into her bunk for the
second time in only a few hours and again fell straight away into a
deep sleep.



The weather the next morning had completely changed. Whereas the
night before the wind and rain had been fierce, now everything was
calm and still. Even with the sails fully unfurled the ship moved
lazily along with only a gentle breeze to push it. This problem
wasn't the biggest one Megan had, as without a compass she had no
idea which direction she should be going in. They had got a full
day's sailing in yesterday, so they were only another day's sail
away from the mainland. But which direction should she take them?
She had absolutely no idea, and although they were good at simple
tasks the Frownies and Sprouts didn't offer much in the way of help
with their predicament. As long as they had someone to keep them
busy they were happy, but they never thought very far ahead and
didn't seem at all worried by the lack of a course to take. Megan
was now feeling very foolish that she hadn't packed an extra
compass, or even a map. How else were they going to navigate? They
only had enough provisions for a week, and if they didn't sight
land before then she didn't even want to think about what they
might do to save themselves. As she stood on the upper deck leaning
over the side of the ship gazing out at the huge ocean she began to
feel very gloomy indeed.



"You're very young to be captaining a ship, small one" she heard a
voice say next to her.



She looked around but didn't see anyone. Had the Shadow-Cat stowed
himself on the ship, by any chance?



"You won't find anyone to speak to over there!" the voice said
again. She then realised it was a seagull, perched on the edge of
the ship right next to her, that was doing the speaking. It was a
scrawny looking bird, with a black spot over its left eye. A
talking seagull! But then again she stopped herself, was it really
anything more curious than a talking Sprout or a cat that was only
shadows?



"I'm lost" she began, "Do you know the way to land?"

The seagull ruffled its feathers and paused to think for a moment.
It flicked its little bird head this way and that, before turning
to her and saying, "Land is all around us, of course. Do you not
know the way?"



"I lost my compass in a storm and now I don't know which way to
sail. I need to head due south, do you know which way to go?"



The seagull started to look annoyed for some reason "You don't need
a compass to find your way! I found my way here without one, and I
will find my way to other places as well!"



The seagull stretched its wings out and Megan knew it was going to
fly away. "Wait! How do I find the way?" she shouted.



As the seagull flew up into the sky it shouted "The answer is right
above you!"



Whatever did that mean? Why can't everyone just speak simple
English round here, why does it always have to be in riddles? Megan
now felt more glum than ever. With flowers and birds who can speak
but cannot ever seem to make any sense, how was she going to figure
out a way home? If only she'd taken another compass!



The rest of the day was almost completely still with very little
wind to push them along. Megan had decided that the only thing they
could do was choose a course and stick to it, hoping that they'd
reach land by chance. She knew she was a days sail from land, but
if she went in the wrong direction they could be sailing forever
and not reach land anyway. The Frownies and the Sprouts still
dutifully followed orders and went about their little tasks, more
for the amusement of themselves than anything else. Megan stood at
the wheel and tried to come up with ideas, but each idea she had
led to the same conclusion - they had only a few days of food and
water left and no way of knowing where they were going. Megan
didn't see any more seagulls all day. She even left out some bread
to try and entice one onto the ship, but none came. She hoped she
would have better luck tomorrow.

For the second time the sun began to set and everything was tinted
in a deep shade of red. Megan sent most of the crew to bed and had
the ones that remained light all the lanterns to light up the ship.
As she looked out at the vast expanse of now dark sea she wondered
if she would have been better staying back on the island with the
old woodcutter. The Shadow-Cat had not given her any advice on what
to do if something like this happened, he just said that he trusted
in her to use her intuition and make the right decisions. How she
wished she'd spent more time thinking and planning, and hadn't
rushed to get the ship ready to set sail!



Remember quite enjoyed being in charge of the ship, particularly
given the fact that she hadn't spent much time on boats before. She
remembered her dad telling her that her descendants were probably
Vikings as he had a condition that had originated in Scandinavia.
Maybe that was why she felt an affinity for the water.



As Megan stood at the wheel she began to notice that this world
might not be so unfamiliar after all, as she recognised some of the
constellations in the night sky above her. She wasn't a big fan of
astronomy but did some of it at school and could point out some of
the more obvious ones. She saw the plough, with its funny rectangle
and handle. She also made out the constellation of Orion, a
collection of stars called the hunter with three bright stars in a
line forming Orion's belt. As she surveyed the night sky around her
she noticed that one of the stars was much brighter than the other
ones. She was curious about this star, as it seemed to be on its
own and really stood out. She wondered if it was actually a planet,
like Venus. For all she knew it could even be planet Earth!



Then Megan began to wonder about what the seagull had said to her
as it flew away earlier in the day. It had said that the answer was
right above her. At the time it didn't make any sense, as all she
could see above her was the sun and a clear blue sky, but what if
the seagull was talking about the night sky? Then suddenly a
thought formed in Megan's head, and she remembered more about a
particular lesson she'd had at school. In the olden days they'd
navigated using stars to guide them, and one of the brightest stars
in the sky was the north star, which of course pointed due north!
Megan became really excited, as she realised that the bright star
she'd been looking at must have been the north star, and if she
knew the way north then she of course knew the way south, as that
was in the opposite direction!



Straight away she turned the ship around so that the north star was
directly behind them (they had been travelling with the star to
their left; the wrong direction completely). She fastened the wheel
securely with ropes so it didn't budge an inch. She knew she
wouldn't be able to see the star during the daytime so she had to
be sure they would be pointing the same way. Megan knew she could
do so more, so with her spirits greatly improved she descended to
the captain's cabin and bunked down for the night. The seagull had
helped her out after all!



The next day Megan made sure the ship travelled a steady course.
The weather had changed again, and it was a lot windier this time
and the ship cut through the water at a fair rate of speed
(hopefully in the right direction!). At one point all the Frownies
and Sprouts started panicking, and at first Megan couldn't see why
they were acting in this way. She was afraid that the ship might
have sprung a leak or something. But she found out the Frownies had
spotted some dolphins racing against the ship, and thinking they
were sharks they had all gone into a panic. It took a while for
Megan to calm them down. Curiously the Sprouts didn't seemed
bothered by them at all - they were far less sensitive than the
Frownies As another day of sailing drew to an end Megan again
retired to her cabin, wondering what the next day held in store.
Hopefully they would reach land soon, and hadn't gone too far out
of their way the day after the storm. The Shadow-Cat had said they
should reach a busy port if they'd travelled due south from the
island, but they could end up anywhere. As long as they arrived at
a safe area where they could disembark from the ship without any
trouble Megan would be happy. She'd never been a sea captain
before, of course. All this responsibility and decision making made
her feel quite grown up. She didn't know that she would get to do
it again!










Chapter 6
The Number Crunchers


The following morning Megan was awoken by a bump, quite
literally. Again she was shaken out of her bed and ended up on the
floor. It didn't seem like a storm this time as she couldn't hear
any wind or rain from outside, and she also noticed it was light.
Wondering if she would ever wake peacefully again she hurriedly got
dressed and went outside to see what had happened.



After climbing the stairs to the main deck of the ship it didn't
take very long for her to realise what had caused her rude
awakening. Right in front of them was a rocky cove, and the ship
had struck some rocks right in front of it. The Frownies and the
Sprouts were swarming all over the deck in a blind panic but
looking over the side of the ship Megan saw that the damage was
simply too great to be repaired. The main mast had snapped in half
and a huge hole in the side of the ship was letting in water.
Luckily for them the hull of the ship was already resting on the
beach so it looked like they wouldn't be sinking. Reluctantly she
ordered the crew to raise the sails and weigh anchor, so the ship
would stop thrashing around in the wind at least. Well, it looked
like their sea voyage had ended very suddenly. Although they had
obviously gone off course and missed the port she was glad they'd
reach the mainland.



Megan had a closer look at the cove. It was in the shape of a
horseshoe, a very small beach and a narrow path leading away from
the water surrounded by thick jungle. The was only one way out, and
with her ship wrecked there was very little choice in where they
all went from here!



Megan saw that the water was clear and clean, and could see lots of
shells and starfish on the dull yellow sand. Being a very good
swimmer she didn't bother asking for a rowing ship to be lowered.
To the astonishment of her assembled crew she stood at the edge of
the ship and dived straight over the side into the water!



The water was lovely and warm, and Megan felt quite refreshed as
she came up for air and waded to the shore. Looking back at the
ship she saw that all the Frownies and Sprouts were standing at the
edge with a look of terror on their faces.



"Well don't just stand there gawping! We have arrived at out
destination, so it's time to start unloading the ship and begin our
journey to the nearest town." she shouted at them.



From the expressions on their faces she could see that they were
looking over their shoulder at something. Megan turned around and
got the shock of her life, as standing right in front of her was a
line of strange looking things, all shaped as numbers. For a moment
she didn't quite know how to react. She had no idea where they'd
come from, but there they were; ten creatures in the exact shapes
of numbers, zero to nine.



"My name's Megan. Who are you?" she enquired hopefully.



The numbers didn't react. They were all different colours and
didn't seem to have faces, but like the Sprouts they had two legs
protruding from underneath their bodies. It also struck her how
large they were, she guessed they must all be at least seven foot
tall and almost half as wide. In fact, they almost covered the
length of the beach they took up so much room. Megan felt quite
insignificant standing in front of them. The Frownies and Sprouts
had not come down and joined her on the beach, they were cowering
in fright from the safety of the ship behind her, leaving her very
much on her own.



"Can you understand me?" she asked again.



For a second time the numbers didn't respond, they stood
impassively before her like statues. She wondered if they were even
alive at all, but she also knew they definitely weren't there when
she had first arrived. They must have found their way onto the
beach somehow.



Megan started to walk towards them and this time all the numbers
stepped towards her at the same time, frightening her.



"You cannot pass until you prove you are worthy." said the one
shaped like number five in a loud and menacing voice.



Megan didn't like this at all. She needed to get past the numbers
to get off the beach. What on earth did they want?



"What do you mean? How can I prove that I am worthy?" she
asked.



Again it was number five who spoke "You must prove that you can
remove us. Only then can you enter this land. You must remove us
using your skills in mathematics."



Megan didn't know what this strange number meant by the things it
said, and she knew that her crew wouldn't be much help in getting
past them.



"You must use us against each other, but you cannot use the same
number twice, and you cannot have a negative number for an answer,
and your answer must be a whole number." said number five, who
seemed to be the leader because he was in the middle.



Megan began to understand the riddle, but still had no idea how to
solve it. She had always hated maths, and despite having her own
maths tutor she was starting to hate numbers even more!



"OK then" Megan said, "I will make a subtraction. I will subtract
number 9 by number 8!"



Straight away there was a puff of smoke and only a single number,
number one, was now standing before her. But the number was still
large enough to block the path away from the beach completely.
There was still no way she could get past! A moment later all the
other numbers reappeared, standing still and silently as
before.



"A good effort, but that will not reveal the way. You must try
again." said number five, in a matter-of-fact way which Megan found
annoying.



Perhaps she should try dividing the numbers instead. It was
difficult given the stupid rules she had to work by, as many of the
numbers couldn't be divided as they would not result in a whole
number. But she tried it anyway, dividing number eight by number
four, but this ended up with an even worse answer, as now two
numbers blocked her path. Again the rest of the numbers popped back
into existence before her very eyes.



"You have but one chance left, and if you fail you must wait until
tomorrow to try again." number five informed her.



This wasn't very fair. She didn't want to spend a whole day on the
ship not being able to go anywhere. They only had enough food for
two more days, that was unless she could teach the crew to catch
fish for them to eat. Even then she'd have to come up with an
answer that would make the numbers leave - she couldn't be marooned
on this beach forever!



For the second time in as many days Megan was suddenly immersed in
an interesting thought. She remembered something her maths tutor
had said about the number zero and how it was somehow a special
number. There was a time, a very long time ago, when the number
didn't exist at all and someone very clever had to invent it. If
only she could remember what it was about this particular number
that made it special.



Then she had a brainwave and at once knew she wasn't going to be
stuck on this beach any longer.



"For my final answer" she began, "I will multiply the number nine
by the number zero!"



All the numbers disappeared, revealing the path away from the
beach. Megan waited for a full minute and still they didn't come
back! That was the answer; if you multiply any number by zero the
answer will always be zero!



Megan looked back at the ship and saw that all the Frownies and
Sprouts were jumping up and down excitedly. She felt very proud at
having got rid of those awful numbers.



"That's the end of them, now let's start unloading the ship before
they come back" she ordered.



The very thought of the numbers coming back spurred her crew into
action, and before long they were lowering crates of food onto the
beach and taking turns to come ashore on the rowing ship. Megan
knew they wouldn't be using the ship again, so after asking the
crew if they minded staying on the mainland she told them to start
dismantling the ship. For the rest of the day she sat on the beach
and watched as the Frownies and Sprouts took the ship apart. They
stacked the wood and sails and nails on the beach in little neat
piles and then used all the bits and pieces to build carts so they
would be able to transport all the crates of food and the other
things they needed. Megan asked them to save her bunk from the
captain's cabin. She wanted to have a night's sleep where she
didn't fall out of it for any reason!



It was night as the last of the carts were finished. In front of
her all that remained of the ship that they had spent three days
travelling in were a few planks of wood floating in the water. It
reminded her of eating a fish and leaving only the bones behind.
How quickly the Frownies and Sprouts got things done, with a little
guidance they were quite invaluable.



Megan's final task of the day was to have some of the Sprouts stand
guard at the entrance to the path that was the only exit from the
beach, with orders to sound an alarm if anyone (or anything)
started coming their way. There were so many Frownies and Sprouts
that they covered the whole beach like a living blanket! They all
made little rustling sounds as they slept, something which Megan
found quite soothing. She settled down on her bunk, the only part
of the ship that was left, and drifted off to sleep. She wondered
what new experiences lay in wait for her in this mysterious land,
and how long it would be before she found the king.










Chapter 7
Lost


Megan woke up the next morning and stretched out on the beach.
She could hear birdsong all around her and the smell of flowers
wafting her way from the direction of the jungle. She felt quite
relaxed and looking forward to another day of adventuring. After a
quick breakfast of coffee and toast she gave her little army the
order to move out. Being the leader Megan was of course at the
front of the procession, and because there were so many Frownies
and Sprouts with her, and the path was so narrow, her little army
must have taken five minutes to pass any point from the front of
the line to the back.



As they moved away from the beach along the narrow path she began
to feel quite claustrophobic in the dense jungle, particularly
after spending three days looking out at a vast ocean that
stretched off to the horizon as far as the eye could see. The
jungle was thick with tall trees on either side and as they
approached midday the atmosphere started to get very hot and humid.
It was also fairly dark in the jungle as the trees were blocking
out almost all of the sunlight. Megan was sat on the lead cart so
she didn't have to walk, but she could see that the Frownies were
struggling with all the exercise. Even the more energetic Sprouts
were huffing and puffing as they pulled the heavy carts along.
Megan decided to call a halt to the journey to allow everyone to
rest, but because there were no clearings to be seen they all had
to sit down in single file on the path. Each Frownie or Sprout had
to tell the one behind to stop walking, and it took a few minutes
for the message to be passed down the line.



They had spent at least three hours travelling and still the jungle
showed no sign of changing to a more easily traversable terrain.
Even though it had been quite heavy going for everyone concerned
she imagined they hadn't actually travelled more than a couple of
miles, as it was so difficult to pull the carts along. Of course
Megan didn't really know where she was heading for certain; her
plan was to find a village where she could ask for directions to
find the king. Surely she would bump into someone to
eventually.



After fifteen minutes rest she called for them all to move on and
the message was passed back to the end of the line, Frownie to
Sprout to Frownie.



Before long Megan and her little army found themselves at a
junction in the path. The path went straight on and also split to
the left and to the right. Of course Megan imagined that to go
straight on was probably the best course of action, but to be
honest she simply didn't know which way to go. She paused and
stroked her chin weighing up her options. This was quite a big
decision to make, and she wished she had someone to help her.



"It's not always the obvious way that's the best way, you know."
said a voice from somewhere. Megan looked around and realised that
above them in the trees was a black panther. It was lying on a
branch observing them with an air of lazy interest. It was quite a
large and noble looking animal, and had fur that was glossy and
healthy looking. Megan noticed that the Frownies and Sprouts seemed
be looking at the animal in a state of anxiety. Megan doubted that
panthers ate flowers and Sprouts, so they had nothing to worry
about really.



"Perhaps you can help us in our travels" said Megan, "We landed on
the beach yesterday and are trying to find the nearest town. Do you
know the way?"



The panther watched her with interested eyes and flicked the end of
its tail this way and that. After a pause it answered "If that's
what you want then you should take … the left path."



As the panther spoke its tail swished from side to side, yet the
rest of the panther was perfectly still. The panther's eyes were
black and penetrating, and not once did they stop staring at Megan,
making her feel quite uncomfortable. She wondered what was going on
in the panther's mind behind those black eyes.



"Well, if you know that's the right way, then that's the way we'll
go. If you are absolutely sure, that is." she said.

"Don't worry about that, just trust in me" said the panther,
swishing its tail even faster this time.



Megan wasn't sure whether she should trust the panther, but she'd
trusted people in the past and they hadn't let her down, so she
decided to follow the panther's advice. She passed a message back
to the rest of the line and, after thanking the panther for its
advice, began leading her party along the path to the left.



The path seemed easier this time as there was less undergrowth
blocking the way they all made good progress. After a few hours
Megan sensed that the jungle was beginning to peter out. The trees
weren't quite as thick and there was more light breaking through
onto the path. However, just as Megan was beginning to feel more
optimistic she rounded a bend in the path and was dismayed to find
herself back on the beach where they'd started.



As she stood looking at the remains of the ship they'd used to sail
to the mainland Megan's feelings were a mix of anger and
frustration. The panther had obviously lied to her for some reason,
other than that it may have made an honest mistake. Megan sat on
the warm golden sand looking out at the ocean as the remainder of
the Frownies and Sprouts gradually emerged from the jungle to join
her. Although disappointed they were glad to be out of the dark and
muggy jungle, and all ran around on the beach feeling the sea
breeze on their faces again. Megan ordered that they should take a
break for lunch and rest for an hour. Thank goodness those awful
numbers weren't here to give her another riddle, it could have all
turned into a disaster!



After everyone had rested Megan organised them to form a line to
take the path they'd just been on. All the Sprouts and Frownies
were a little disgruntled to be going back into the jungle so soon,
but Megan knew they only had enough food for a few days, and they
couldn't afford to hang around. Besides, it would be dark in a few
hours and they needed to find somewhere to make camp for the
night.



After a few weary hours they found themselves back at the junction
in the path. Megan looked around and surely enough she spotted the
Black Panther. It was lounging on a different branch this time, yet
there it was still regarding Megan and her group with interested
eyes. Megan decided to get straight to the point.



"You sent us the wrong way! This path leads back to the beach, and
I told you we want to take a path to the nearest town!" she said,
crossly.



The panther's reaction was unexpected. Rather than apologising or
showing any regret at all for the trouble it had caused it seemed
to become annoyed at being found out.



"You wanted to go to the town? I misunderstood." said the panther,
trying to shift the blame. "If you'd been less trusting none of
this would have happened, so you only have yourself to
blame."



Megan was exasperated. "What rubbish, we said we wanted to know the
way to the nearest town and you said take the left path. It led us
back to the beach!"



The panther paused again, flicking its tail this way and that even
more quickly than before. "Ah, you said you wanted the way to the
nearest town. I thought you said you didn't want to go to a town.
If it's a town you want you need to take … the right
path."



It was beginning to dawn on Megan why the panther had been sending
her the wrong way. She had already guessed it wouldn't want to eat
flowers or Sprouts for lunch, but what about an exhausted little
girl? She shuddered at the thought, and took great comfort from the
fact that all her little friends were so close by.



"So you say take the right path to the nearest town" enquired
Megan, "Are you sure I can trust you this time? I won't end up
going somewhere I don't want to go to?"



The panther looked her in the eyes with a straight face and said
"Don't worry, it's not going to happen."



The panther was such a convincing liar, and seemed to lie so
casually  Megan found herself almost being taken in, but in
her heart she knew the panther couldn't be trusted. What's worse he
didn't even seem to care about the trouble he caused as long as he
got what he wanted.



Megan signalled her band of followers to take the middle path, much
to the panther's surprise. She didn't want to hang around any
longer than she needed to with a big hungry cat nearby. They all
trekked onwards into the jungle and soon the junction in the path
lay far behind. Of course Megan was angry at the shameless panther,
who thought so little of tricking people into getting what it
wanted, and not even caring about the trouble it caused. But it was
only an animal after all, and shouldn't be expected to know the
difference between right and wrong.



After a couple more hours of slow progress Megan felt that she had
to call a stop again as some of the Frownies were beginning to wilt
in the heat. The Sprouts were also starting to boil and were now
slipping clumsily around on the wet grassy path. If anything the
jungle was becoming even more dense as they travelled further
inland. For the first time Megan was aware that there was some
grumbling in the ranks. Even when the Frownies and Sprouts spent
day after day working tirelessly to build her ship, and even when
they were being thrown around on the deck of the ship during the
storm, Megan had never heard anyone complain. Now they were visibly
downcast and definitely getting quite grumpy.



They laboured for the rest of the day at a snails pace, and at
sundown they bedded down for the night. Megan slept fitfully, as
the jungle made strange noises at night. She shuddered to think of
what creatures lurked in the jungle. Had the hungry panther
followed them? Would part of her group go missing in the night? She
tried not to dwell on it.



The very first thing next morning Megan gathered some of her group
together around her on the path, but it was difficult as there
wasn't much room. She needed to lift their spirits somehow.



"I am sorry this is such hard work, I hadn't expected the mainland
to be like this. I promise as soon as we find someone we will ask
for directions out of the jungle." she offered encouragingly.



The Frownies and Sprouts seem unimpressed by her words. She didn't
understand why they were now so reluctant to follow her after
having done so much previously. They obviously enjoyed working, so
why didn't they enjoy helping her travel inland? She wondered if
she should take a different approach to get them back onside.



"We will help you where you want to go, but the heat, the heat! It
makes it very difficult so!" they chanted wearily.



So then, thought Megan, it was the humidity that was making them so
miserable. That made some kind of sense, as flowers may droop in
the heat, and the Sprouts were vegetables and must have felt as
though they were being prepared for a Sunday roast. But what could
she do about the heat and humidity? It was so warm in the jungle as
the wind couldn't penetrate the thick jungle canopy. It's as though
they were all stuck in a giant greenhouse.



"This really is no fun; we yearn to point our petalled faces to the
sun" sighed one of the Frownies



Being flowers, they needed sunlight to photosynthesise, thought
Megan. She then thought how clever she was for remembering such a
long word! She was surprising herself every day on this strange
adventure!



Megan then heard a squawk from behind her. She turned to see that a
seagull was standing on mossy log observing her with curious eyes.
It look as though it was the same seagull that had helped her out
before, as it had a black spot over one of its eyes.



"They're just flowers and vegetables, you see. Quite unused to all
this humidity" the seagull said, "I must confess I can hardly bear
it myself."



"So what should I do then?" asked Megan, "We need to find someone
soon to ask the way out of the jungle."



"Oh you won't find anyone for miles around. You human-folk aren't
all stupid!" snorted the seagull. "Why live in a sweaty jungle?"
Megan felt that he was quite unnecessarily surly. Were all seagulls
like this?



"Then what shall we do? I can't continue on my own, and I don't
know what the Frownies and Sprouts would do in this place without a
leader."



Megan had benefited from the seagull's advice before and she hope
to do so again. Such strange nonsense talking to a bird! But what
else was she to do? She was responsible for her crew even if they
no longer had a ship!



The seagull turned to her again and said, "I am sure you will find
a way to rise above it all!" and with a quick flurry of his white
wings he was away into the sky again.



Megan saw the Frownies and Sprouts follow him go with their little
faces. How they must wish they could just fly away and see the sun
again and feel the breeze!



"We heard what the bird said! We must go back, or we'll all be
dead!" the Frownies spoke with one voice



"If a Sprout works hard and there's nobody around to watch him
work, all his work is for nothing!" shouted the Sprouts.



Now this was starting to get serious. Megan knew she might be
facing a full-blown mutiny, and he had to do something about it or
she may end up having to walk the rest of the way on her own. She
thought she could probably do it, but there was no way she could
carry enough food for the journey, and what if she faced any
problems again, such as the lying panther? She needed her little
army more than ever, but how could she let the Frownies see the sun
or the Sprouts feel the cool wind in this dark and  humid
place?



"I wonder, do we have any of the tools with us - the ones you used
to build the ship?" she asked



"We have hammers and nails and saws!" shouted the Sprouts, "We are
always ready to work - never to pause!"



Megan winced at the words. Who on earth would think of such
terrible rhymes? But at least they were all prepared to help her.
She didn't like seeing trees being cut down, and she hated it when
people made the countryside a mess. She often went walking with her
grandfather and picked up litter, because if people wanted a
beautiful world they should make more of an effort. But she was in
a fairly precarious situation and reluctantly she made her decision
on what to do next.



"Right then. I have an idea. We are all so hot because there is no
air in this place, the trees are suffocating us by holding it in.
So what do you know about dealing with trees?"



The Frownies and Sprouts were highly experienced in felling trees,
as she saw from the carnage they'd brought to the woodcutter's
island. It pained her to think what they were going to do next, but
she knew she had little choice.



"We cut down the trees to make more space! For half a mile we will
leave no trace!"



The little army suddenly found its purpose again, and with
breathtaking energy they were suddenly in amongst the trees with
saws and axes. One after another the mighty trees fell around them
and little by little the sun touched the jungle floor for the first
time in a very long time. Megan squinted as she looked up at the
sun, and she loved the breath of the wind as it rustled through her
hair.



After half an hour of furious activity the helpers had made a
clearing that stretched half a mile from Megan's position in every
direction. For the first time in a day she could see all of her
little army in one place again, rather than being stretched out
along a narrow path. The Frownies and the Sprouts held their
cutting tools aloft and all cheered, how happy they were to do
accomplish things! But as they stood amongst the wide tree stumps
Megan couldn't help but feel a touch of sadness. These trees had
grown for years and years and they were cut down so quickly. She
hoped she would never have to ask them all to ever do anything like
this again.



Megan gave them all the afternoon to recover and the Frownies all
lay down sunning themselves. The Sprouts did something different
altogether; and to Megan's amusement they jumped on top of each
other so they could reach the highest branches of the trees at the
perimeter of the clearing. They all sang as they swayed this way
and that cooling themselves in the fresh breeze. It seemed that
everyone was happy again.



But Megan wasn't so happy, as she knew they couldn't stay in this
little clearing forever. They needed to get out of the jungle and
find their way to the king. She didn't feel like asking her
companions to leave so soon as they were obviously so happy, but
she knew that a some point she would have to ask them to go.



Megan estimated that they probably had only a couple of day's food
left, then after that she had imagined they would have to live off
the land. But Megan was someone who knew how to pay attention to
detail when the situation required it, and she'd been keeping notes
of what grew around them in that dense jungle. Unfortunately, she
considered all of it unfit to eat. There were the tall jungle
trees, and lots of vine, bushes and plants, but very few berries
and no fruit at all. She had hoped that they might come across a
mango grove to stock up on supplies, or even some edible insects.
She had seen people eating insects in a television programme with
Ant and Dec. Not nice to watch, but better to do that if it keeps
you alive! There was lots of fungi in the dark, warm jungle, but
none of the toadstools or mushrooms looked worth the risk. What was
she going to do?



As she lay on the grass admiring the handiwork of her travelling
companions she found herself looking at all the things they had
brought with them from the ship. There were lots of sails, ropes, a
big wicker basket and an iron cooking pot. She had assumed they
would want to use all these to construct makeshift dwellings during
their travel, but looking at it now she doubted they would ever use
them. They were really heavy, even with all the carts to carry
them, but of course Megan wasn't pulling any of the carts! Even so,
she couldn't expect the flowers and Sprouts to continue bringing
them if they were never going to be used. What if there was another
use for them, she thought.



The problem with the land they were travelling through wasn't the
distance involved (whatever that may be), but the sheer amount of
time required to get anywhere. The path was narrow, surrounded by a
thick wall of trees, and overgrown in places. Many times she had to
get the Sprouts to hack a way through the path with their little
machetes. It all took so long to get anywhere, plus they had no
idea which direction to go in or when they were going to find a
town.



Megan began to ponder on what the seagull had told her. It had
mentioned something about rising above it all, but what did it mean
by that? Of course if you are on a plane it doesn't matter what the
ground is like below - you just fly over it, and you can see for
miles and miles because you are so high. But to think she could
find a plane in this awful place was nonsense, after all who would
place an airport out here? She didn't even know if they could fly
in this strange world she found herself in, she certainly hadn't
seen any planes, that was for sure. Still the idea seemed appealing
to Megan, even if a little mad!



As she mused on all these things in her head she found herself
distracted by a group of Frownies that were busy jumping around
near to her. They were all chattering excitedly, but for some
reason something wasn't quite right. Megan called them over. There
were six of them, all lined up in front of her.



"Are you all OK? There's something odd about you." asked
Megan

The purple flowers looked at each other guiltily before replying as
one, "We are so sorry for sounding like a fool, but we couldn't
help but eat the purple toadstool!"



That was it, thought Megan, they all seemed to be talking in
high-pitched voices. How curious, she thought, could they be
wilting again?



"Why are your voices so high? What have you done to become this
way?" she enquired.



One of the Frownies stepped forward and handed her something. It
was a half-eaten purple toadstool, millions of which they had
already walked past during their slow journey from the beach.
Suddenly the Frownie jumped up in the air, and to her amazement she
jumped twice her normal height!



"The food makes us funny, but we feel much brighter. We eat the
food and it makes us lighter!" chorused the little flowers.



Suddenly, a thousand light-bulbs all began to light up in Megan's
head. So, the toadstools make the flowers lighter, which will make
it easier for them to continue the journey. But she knew the
toadstools were poisonous to people, in fact the Shadow-Cat had
instructed her not to eat any fungus under any circumstances. So it
wouldn't help Megan then, and to be honest she doubted that they
would make much of a difference to rate of travel. But what if the
toadstools were used in another way?



The seagull had told her to rise above it all, could this be what
he meant? Megan suddenly had an idea. She took out the leather bag
she had been carrying her possessions in and emptied them onto the
floor, and to the bemusement of the flowers she asked them all to
blow into the now empty bag.



It soon became clear what she could do. As the Frownies huffed and
puffed into the bag it became lighter and lighter - just like a
balloon!



With only a few hours’ daylight left Megan knew she had to get
straight to work. She scribbled away in her notepad and for the
second time during her adventure she found herself designing
something they could all travel in. She gathered her friends around
and explained to them what they all had to do. The Sprouts were
sent on a mission to gather as many purple toadstools as possible,
and before long a huge pile of them began to be assembled in the
centre of the clearing. Whilst this was happening the Frownies were
set to work, stitching all the sails from the ship together like a
giant patchwork quilt. The rigging from the ship was bound around
the sail material, and fastened to the large wicker basket. In the
centre of the basket, fixed securely by ropes, was the iron cooking
pot. Megan had the Sprouts fill bags of dirt and attach them to the
side of the basket at regular intervals.



This was an ambitious plan, and obviously Megan had never tried
anything like this before. But she knew in her heart that they had
to take the risk. They were getting nowhere fast and very soon
would run out of food to keep them going. As the sun went down and
she instructed everyone to bed down for the night she couldn't help
but feel anxious about the following day.










Chapter 8
The Ride of a Lifetime


At first light Megan had everyone up and about and making the
final preparations for the balloon flight. The wind was blowing in
from the sea, so she guessed that, if they all got off the ground,
the wind would carry them further inland. After the final round of
checks to see if everything was ready they all got into the
balloon. It was quite a squeeze, but luckily the Frownies and
Sprouts were very good at packing in close to each other, and even
standing on each other’s heads. Megan had the base of the balloon
material so it was held  directly over the iron pot with
wooden planks. The pot was full of toadstools, and the Frownies and
Sprouts had been eating them all morning so they were all quite
light. When Megan was sure everyone was accounted for she got one
of the Sprouts to light the pile of toadstools in the iron pot and
they began to burn, giving off acrid fumes that rose straight up
into the balloon. Megan found herself feeling quite dizzy with the
fumes and used one of her handkerchiefs as a mask.



As the balloon began to inflate everyone started cheering, and
before long it grew quite large and threatened to pull away from
the ground at any moment.



But then something happened that Megan hadn't anticipated. As the
balloon rose in height it ended up poking above the treetops - the
result was that the wind caught it. In no time at all the basket
was being dragged along the ground towards the end of the clearing.
Everyone started panicking, oh why oh why hadn't Megan thought of
using the ship's anchor to keep the basket in place until they were
ready to go? The basket was scraping along at walking speed and
Megan started to think very quickly - if she didn't come up with an
idea soon they would crash into the trees and the balloon would be
wrecked!



"Quickly!” she shouted, "everyone blow into the balloon!"



It's a very curious sound, the sound of hundreds of Sprouts and
flowers blowing at the same time, but Megan would never forget it,
as it was this sound that saved all their skins! The puff from the
passengers was just enough to inflate the balloon to rise fully off
the ground, the basket missing the treetops by just a few
feet!



As Megan looked from the wicker basket her fear turned to
excitement as this was an amazing site. They were flying over the
canopy below at a fast speed and looking behind she saw the
sparkling blue ocean behind her. It seemed that they had travelled
hardly any distance at all since they had landed on the beach, and
the jungle stretched off to the horizon as far as she could see.
The Frownies and Sprouts were trembling with a mixture of curiosity
and horror. It was quite clear that they had never flown
before.



For a couple of hours the trembling passengers watched grimly as
the jungle flashed beneath them. Every so often Megan had the
Sprouts douse the fire when she thought the balloon was getting too
high, and she had them relight the fire again when the balloon
began descending again. Of course the thing with a balloon is that
you can't steer it - you are entirely at the mercy of the
prevailing wind. Megan tried not to let that bother her - she just
needed to get out of the jungle and to a town, and whichever
direction that would take her wasn't important.



Before long the toadstools had all gone, and Megan had the Sprouts
drop the bags of dirt one by one to make the balloon lighter. She
knew that they couldn't keep flying all day and would have to land
soon.



Megan looked through her telescope, the same telescope she had used
on the ship to gaze out over the ocean. In the distance she could
see the jungle end and grassland begin, and she thought she could
see some kind of town not much further beyond. As they grew closer
there looked to be a castle of some sorts in the middle of the
settlement. Megan's heart pounded with excitement - it looked like
they were going to make it after all!



With still some distance to go the balloon began descending, but
the problem was they were still quite high. Megan didn't want to
crash into the side of a building in the middle of the town, or to
overshoot the town entirely. There was an expanse of grassland
between the balloon and their destination, and it would be perfect
for landing on. But how were they going to make the balloon descend
faster?



"Lots of fun this isn't it? I've never seen anyone take to the sky
in this way before." spoke a voice behind her. She turned around to
see the same seagull as before. It must have followed them all the
way here!



"Thanks for giving me this idea" gushed Megan, "if only we knew how
the land the balloon early. But unlike you we can't steer ourselves
when we want to!"



The seagull flicked his head quickly around as birds tend to do
then fixed her with a quizzical stare,"What goes up must come down,
small one. I have helped you twice so far and I will help you once
again." In the next instant the seagull flew from the edge of the
wicker basket and was up on top of the balloon somewhere. Megan
looked out at the town again, they were getting very close now! The
Frownies and Sprouts were all pointing at it and getting very
agitated. They were all being thrown around as the basket got
buffeted in the wind. Megan was surprised none of them had fallen
out on the way.



Something caught her attention and she looked up to hear the sound
of air being exhaled. The seagull was using its beak to peck the
balloon and create holes, this was letting the air out and because
of this the balloon was descending more quickly now. Megan felt
very grateful.



"Thank you Mr Seagull - thank you for all your help!" she shouted
up at the balloon.



The seagull hovered above her and said, "Don't thank me, thank that
strange cat-friend of yours. He sent me to watch over you, you
know. He would have come himself if he didn't have that silly old
man to watch over!"



It all made sense to Megan now. The seagull had obviously been
reporting back to the Shadow-Cat for advice on how to help them
with all their problems during the journey. What a good cat to have
as a friend and what a shame she would never be able to thank him
in person!



The seagull at last flew off into the clouds "It's all up to you
now!" he shouted back behind him.



Within minutes the basket had started touching down on the ground
and began scraping along, sending everyone flying. After what
seemed like an eternity it eventually came to a stop against a tree
stump. The balloon material, now completely deflated, stretched
back far behind them, all ripped to pieces against the ground. It
looked like they wouldn't be using this balloon again!



All the passengers disembarked from the basket, dizzy from their
rough landing. Megan had them assemble in front of her for a
head-count, and was please to find that amazingly they had all
survived the journey. Everyone was very tired after such a
gut-wrenching flight, so she let them all relax for an hour.



Part of the agreement Megan had made with the Frownies and the
Sprouts was that wherever they ended up it should be somewhere
where they would be appreciated. The Frownies and Sprouts were very
busy and industrious creatures, and liked nothing better than to
spend all day working, even if they didn't know what they were
working for! Megan only hoped that the town up ahead was in need of
little helpers to help them do all their work. If they didn't take
to her friends, and wanted nothing to do with them, she didn't know
what she would do about that. They would probably end up clearing
the entire jungle, just out of boredom, and she didn't want that at
all. She didn't want the mainland looking like the island she had
left.



With her heart still beating from the incredible flying trip she'd
just had, Megan sat looking at the town in front of her and
wondered what she would find there.










Chapter 9
Arrival in Arcadia


It was early aternoon by the time they reached the outskirts of
the town. Megan had instructed her group to leave everything behind
and to start travelling as soon as possible. So off they went, with
Megan at the front and this time followed by two lines, one of
Frownies and one of Sprouts. Her helpers were already getting
excited about all the work they could do when they got to the town.
So far they had spent all their time getting from one place to
another; several days on a ship crossing the ocean and several days
trekking slowly through a jungle. Now they were faced with the
prospect of a whole town full of people, all wanting jobs to be
done. It was hardly surprising that they were looking forward to it
so much!



Megan had got a good impression of the overall dimensions of the
town when she was high up in the balloon. It was roughly circular
in shape, and its most notable feature was the large stone castle
in the centre of the town. This was a very impressive looking
structure, and was obviously very important as it was covered with
all kinds of colourful banners and flags. Many of the flags had a
curious icon on them; a green cobra. Could the king be living here,
she thought? From the ground Megan saw that the houses and other
buildings were all made of wood and were quite scruffy in
appearance.



Then there were the townspeople. As Megan and her group started
walking into the town it felt as though she had gone back in time
to an English town hundreds of years ago. There were lots of people
walking around doing their daily business, and all manner of
animals loose in the streets, such as geese, chicken and dogs. Then
there were the "smart" animals, which walked upright and talked and
wore clothes like people. She saw a couple of couple of foxes
haggling over the cost of bread, and also a rather slovenly-looking
pig sat behind a market stall selling fish. The whole place offered
up a hundred different smells with every footstep, and the noise of
the street was loud and constant.



Megan also found out the name of the place. They were in a town
called Arcadia, which was the capital city of the kingdom of
Barandium. She didn't find out any more than that.



One thing Megan noticed in particular was that everyone had dark
hair; she didn't see a single person with blonde hair. As Megan had
blonde hair it made her feel as though she stood out too much, so
she took a handkerchief from her pocket and used it as a head
scarf.



Of course the sight of an army of walking flowers and Sprouts led
by a little girl was causing quite a stir amongst the townsfolk.
Although Megan and her group posed no threat, the people seemed
curious and cautious at the same time. They stopped and stared, but
didn't approach to ask any questions. The Frownies and Sprouts all
followed dutifully behind Megan as they were asked to, but she
could tell that everywhere they looked they saw work to be done in
the scruffy town. How long would they all be together, wondered
Megan?



In a short time they reached a large market square, and it was here
that Megan decided to halt her group and start getting some answers
about where they were. Surrounded by the flowers and Sprouts she
found a wooden box to stand on so she could be heard more
clearly.



"Can anyone help us?" she shouted above the throng of the crowd. A
number of people (and smart animals) gathered to listen.



"We're looking for the king of this land, and we are also offering
our services if you have any jobs to do."



The townspeople looked at each other, and a voice at the back
shouted, "The king lives in the castle of course, though you can't
just walk in and demand to see him."



Another voice shouted "What was that about offering
services?"



Megan had got their attention now - there was nothing like the
offer of a deal to make people sit up and take notice!



"My friends the flowers and Sprouts are willing to work for free.
All they ask in return is food and lodging. I am sure you will find
they are fantastic workers!" she said.



And with that the Frownies and Sprouts jumped up and down
excitedly. All the work that could be done here, for them it was
like a gift from heaven!



But to Megan's dismay the townspeople were visibly unimpressed and
some of them even started laughing. Megan felt sorry for the
Frownies and Sprouts.



"You are saying that flowers and Sprouts are good for doing work?
The only use I have for flowers and Sprouts is making my home look
nice and adding vegetables to my dinner!" shouted an old man near
the front of the crowd. At this the whole crowd guffawed. This
wasn't the response Megan wanted, so she thought quickly on how to
convince them. By the side of the group was an old cart with a man
leaning next to it. The cart was old and patched together, and
looked as though it was practically falling apart.



"Frownies and Sprouts. See that tired old cart over there? I want
to you to make it look good as new!" she said.



"Good as new, good as new, we workers know just what to do!" the
Frownies and Sprouts all shouted together.



With this a number of flowers and Sprouts split off from the group
and began their work. They swarmed over the cart and started
patching it up; replacing a plank of wood here, tightening a nut
and bolt there, and generally improving the cart in every way. One
of the Frownies even added a new leather covering for the seat of
the cart. The townspeople looked on in astonishment as Megan's
friends left the cart looking much better than before. The man who
had been leaning against the cart the whole time (as it was
repaired so quickly he hadn't had time to move away) nodded his
head appreciatively with a big smile on his face.



"Thank you! I have been saving up for a new cart for months, now I
can use the money for something else!" he said.



Not surprisingly the mood of the townspeople had completely changed
by now and very soon a forest of arms shot up as they all asked for
work to be done. The Frownies and Sprouts all mingled into the
crowd of people and before long they were heading out to different
parts of the town to start patching up carts, houses, and generally
doing all manner of jobs. Now Megan was saddened to find herself on
her own for the first time on her adventure. She tried to be brave
about it, as the whole point of bringing her friends was to help
her find the king and get back to her real world in Croft. Still,
she couldn't help but feel saddened at seeing them all go and
wondered whether some of them felt the same above all the
excitement of finding work to do.



Megan's next task was clear. She had to see the king, and find a
way of getting home, and she was just about to go about this when
she noticed a couple of smart-animals staring at her.



It was a couple of gorillas dressed up in garish military uniform
and carrying spears. They must have been watching the whole scene
unfold with the Frownies and Sprouts and it seemed that they
weren't very impressed with what they saw. Before Megan could do
anything they both marched up to her and grabbed her by the
arms.



"The king don't take too kindly to outsiders interfering in things.
Only the king can make people happy!" snorted the larger of the two
gorillas.



Despite Megan's protestations they were then marching her away from
the square. Round the next corner was a large building full of more
gorillas. Megan was taken inside.



"Don't you understand?" she pleaded, "I didn't mean to cause any
trouble! I just want to see the king so I can get home!"



But the rough animals were having none of it. Without even
listening to what she was saying they slung her into a jail and
padlocked the bars. It was a tiny cell with a single window looking
out onto the street. This had all happened so quickly and in the
space of a morning Megan's mood had swung from joy to despair. What
on earth was she going to do now?



Megan saw that the cell opposite hers was occupied by another
prisoner. It was a black cat dressed in a strange purple velvet
suit, and it had been watching her the whole time. It was lounging
on the single bunk in the cell and quietly cleaning itself with its
paws.



"Well at least I have some company now, I suppose" said the cat
lethargically. "I've been here for a fortnight now. No charges or
anything. I think they have forgotten about me."



The cat stretched its limbs then rolled fully off the bunk in a
single graceful motion. Megan liked that about cats; you never see
a cat stand when it can sit and you never see a cat sit when it can
lie down. Yet at the same time cats could react physically to any
kind of danger in an instant.



The cat bowed in her direction and said "Allow me to introduce
myself, young lady. My name is Raffles, and I am the best
cat-burglar in the kingdom!"



The cat seemed very curious to look at. His clothes were expensive
but worn, and judging by his general appearance he'd obviously
something of a hard life. But above all he was something of a
gentleman, which Megan liked.



"My name is Megan and I'm … lost, I'm afraid. I can't believe
I am even here; those awful brutes never even let me explain!" said
Megan sadly, "They just threw me in jail for no reason at all. It's
so unfair!"



"I was watching what happened through the bars" began the cat, "You
must understand that the king gets a lot of tax from his people. If
you introduce flowers and Sprouts that will work for free you are
denying him taxes. I don't think he will take kindly to this at
all."

Megan hadn't thought about that, but at the same time she couldn't
be expected to anticipate everything. This could work in her
favour, however, if she was brought before the king at least she
would have a chance to speak to him. Then again she could be locked
in this cell for weeks and weeks and never get out. She had to do
something about it, but what?



For the rest of the day everything was quiet in the little jail.
The cells were locked behind a main door to the rest of the
building so Megan didn't know what was going on outside. She spent
some time looking out of the bars and tried shouting to people to
help when she saw someone walk by. But the problem was that the
street was quite far away, and the exterior of the building was
being patrolled by the gorilla-guards. The townspeople obviously
knew better than to interfere with the rough guards with their
sharp spears and even sharper tempers.



So Megan spent most of her time talking to her fellow prisoner,
Raffles. It seemed that the cat had been caught burgling a house
and been thrown in jail because of it. Even though Megan didn't
agree with stealing she sympathised with the cat, who had lost his
house in a fire and had no means of income as a result. With the
harsh taxes imposed by the king the cat had no choice but to steal
food to stay alive. Naturally the cat was told all about Megan's
adventures so far, and even though he didn't seem to believe much
of it he did give her a lot of information about the king. The king
lived in his palace inside the castle and rarely mingled with his
people in the rest of the own. In fact he only had contact with the
townspeople once a year, in November, when he held a talent show
inside the palace so his subjects could entertain him. This made
Megan feel even more depressed, as that date was her birthday and
only a few days away. Besides, she didn't even know how she was
going to escape from the jail first.



At around 5 o'clock a gorilla-guard came and brought them food; a
slice of bread and mug of water. Despite Megan asking him again and
again if she could speak to someone about her predicament the guard
merely dropped off the food and left again. How rude and awful the
gorillas were - quite the rudest of anyone she had so far
encountered on her travels. No wonder the king employed them as his
police and military - they were big and strong and stupid. The
black cat agreed with her on this.



"They've always been used as Arcadia's royal police" said Raffles,
"For as long as I can remember the gorillas have been mistrusted by
the people and other animals. They're not the sharpest knives in
the kitchen drawer, that's for sure, but in a fight I wouldn't
think of standing against them. There was a time when we had a
queen to rule over us, and she was much kinder to her people. She
also kept the gorillas in their place, and was always there to
remind them that they served the people, not the other way around.
But then the king came to the throne and these days as long as the
gorillas keep the peace and collect enough tax he doesn't care what
they get up to.



Megan enjoyed learning about this strange world and everyone who
lived in it. She wasn't so sure she'd be sorry to leave it,
however. She had travelled far and wanted to go home, even if she
had a maths lesson at school the next day.



She thought back to the last time she had been told about the king
by the shadow cat. In particular she remembered that the king was
quite superstitious. She also remembered something about a
prophecy. Apart from a bit about being covered in the royal crest
and blonde hair she couldn't remember anything else. How she wished
she'd written it down!



Gradually the shadows lengthened as the sun sank below the horizon,
and with no candles or source of light in the jail they were soon
in complete darkness. Megan and the cat said goodnight to each
other and they both went to sleep for the night.



Megan must have been very exhausted to have gone to sleep so
quickly, so you can imagine it must have taken a lot to wake her up
again, but wake again she did. It must have been the very early
hours when she felt a tugging on her sleeve that raised her from
her slumbers. Still very drowsy she almost felt as though she was
still in a dream, but the tugging persisted and before long she
found herself looking at the faint shape of a flower, illuminated
softly in the moonlight.



"We are so glad to have found you! You disappeared without even a
clue!" sang the Frownies, obviously very happy to see her.



Megan stretched out and yawned. She was still half asleep and
feeling very tired from the day before, but was very glad to find
herself with one of her friends.



"How did you get in here?" she asked. But she needn't have asked,
really. The flower was thin and soft and could clearly squeeze
between the bars without any trouble.



"Is that what I think it is?" a voice asked from the other cell.
The cat had woken up as well and was eyeing them both warily, "A
talking flower?"



"A talking cat! Fancy that!" retorted the Frownie. Megan wondered
if her friends were becoming more street-wise after contact with a
town full of people.



"Yes it's a Frownie, they helped me to travel here. They are very
busy workers, you know!" said Megan.



"Can they help us get out of here?" asked the cat, getting straight
to the point. The flower getting in was one thing, but how was that
going to help the prisoners get out? Megan would have given it more
thought, but she had only just woken up and her mind was still very
woolly.



The Frownie looked confused. "I only came to find you, not set you
free. To do that it will take more than me!" With that the Frownie
scuttled up to the window and slipped through the bars back into
the night, leaving Megan alone with the cat again. The cat gave out
a long sigh and rolled over. Megan decided to do the same, she was
so tired and just needed to catch up on her sleep after one busy
day after another.



The next morning Megan found it difficult to tell if the Frownie in
the night had been real or just part of a dream, so when the cat
woke up she asked him about it. Surely enough Raffles confirmed
that a Frownie had visited them both during the night. Megan turned
her thoughts to how she might escape from the jail she was in, and
how she might allow the cat to escape if possible. Her companion
had been keeping a tally of how many days he'd been kept prisoner,
and as he scratched another line on the cell wall to mark another
day in captivity Megan resolved that she wouldn't be stuck here as
long as the cat.



Before long a gorilla-guard arrived with their breakfasts, which
consisted of a couple of biscuits and a mug of tea. As before he
completely ignored Megan when she asked why she was here, when she
would be allowed out, etc. He just came in, dropped off the food
then left without a word.



"All that money their parents spent on them to go to charm school,
wasted!" joked the cat. He had a point, the gorillas really were
the most disagreeable of creatures. Saying please and thank you
costs nothing at all.



The rest of the morning passed uneventfully. To pass the time Megan
and the cat talked some more about the town they were in, and Megan
listened attentively. On the mainland there were lots of towns and
villages scattered about, some were farming villages, some villages
were on the coast where fishing ships plied their trade, but the
town that Megan had come to was easily the largest. It was here,
the capital of the island, where the king lived along with the
royal family. They governed over the people of the island, setting
laws and keeping the peace. That cat didn't think much of the king,
that was for sure. He remembered that the land was much happier
under their former ruler, the queen. Unfortunately that was so long
ago that many people didn't even remember it, so they knew little
of how a kingdom should be ruled, only how it was ruled now.



Megan was worried by this. If the king was so awful he may not give
her the help she needed to get back home, whatever that may be! As
Megan pondered her fate she became aware that there seemed to be a
growing commotion going on outside the jail house. Raffles was also
on his feet and peering through the bars of the cell.

"Look at all those people! I think you have attracted your fan
club, young girl!" he said.



Through the window Megan saw that a crowd was gathering outside the
jail, and they were all carrying placards. Some of them read "Free
the prisoners!" and; "Let Megan go!" There were so many arriving
that the gorilla guards were struggling to keep them back. Megan
was overjoyed - no doubt her friends had played a part in drumming
up this support! Although she was still quite far away she spotted
a number of Sprouts and Frownies amongst the crowd, and thought she
recognised some faces from the crowd she saw yesterday in the
market square. Perhaps the authorities would be forced to release
her after all.



But it wasn't long before Megan felt downcast again, as more
gorilla guards had arrived from elsewhere and roughly broke up the
demonstration. Before long the people had all been hurried away,
and all that was left were the awful guards prowling the area with
their sharp spears in front of them.



"Damn those filthy beasts!" shouted the cat, angrily, "They never
listen to what the people say!"



Shortly afterwards the door to the corridor that led to the cells
was flung open and in stormed a group of gorillas. They all looked
a little larger and more important than the usual guards and Megan
guessed that they must be high ranking.



"You've cause us a lot of trouble, little girl!" barked the lead
gorilla, "Do you have anything to say for yourself?"



Megan couldn't believe the impudence of the rude guard and straight
away she felt her blood boiling. She leapt to her feet and grabbed
the bars of the cell, glowering at them.



"I have plenty to say for myself! I have done nothing wrong and I
shouldn't be in here, yet whenever I try to tell you that you just
ignore me! Let me go!" she shouted.



The lead gorilla seemed taken aback by the force of her words. He
obviously wasn't used to being spoken to in this way. After a
moment's hesitation he seemed to find his authority again.



"I give the orders around here, little one! We don't like people
getting the townspeople all worked up. Your wilful spirit will
cause us even more problems, I'm sure, so we'll be back tonight to
take you somewhere where the people of Arcadia can forget about
you!" and with that he stormed off with his guards.



Not for the first time Megan found herself regretting her quick
temper. What on earth did he mean by taking her away? She didn't
even want to think about it.



Raffles had hidden under his bed when the guards had arrived and
had watched the whole scene. "I'm not sure I like the sound of
that", he said, "I would imagine they are going to transfer you to
one of the smaller jails in a village far away from here … or
worse."



Megan slumped back onto her bed, sad and worried by the whole
experience. What was she going to do? After some thought she
resolved to take some action rather than sit by and let bad things
happen to her. The cell was securely fastened by a padlocked gate,
so maybe there was a way to pick the lock?



"Already tried that, " said the cat, "And I have the best lock
picking tools in the business!". He flashed his cat-claws to show
her what he meant.



Megan then turned her mind to the small window with bars
overlooking the street. If she had something to scrape away the
plaster she might be able to remove the bars and escape through the
window. But the problem was that the wall was made with thick
granite that only had a thin covering of plaster, and the bars were
embedded firmly in place.



"Tried that as well, I'm afraid," said the cat, "I had to have
something to do before I was brought someone to talk to. I have
racked my brains thinking of a way to escape but there isn't any. I
would have felt insulted if they'd put me in a jail I could break
out of, I am a professional cat-burglar, you know!"



So it seemed that the situation was hopeless. The guards would
arrive to take her away somewhere this evening, and the Frownies
and Sprouts would have no idea where to find her.



"If I were you I would try to escape on your way between here and
where you're going." said the cat, "The guards are big and strong,
but not fast. They only caught me because they found out where I
was staying, and crept up on me whilst I was asleep!"



Megan didn't think that would work out very well, as she may only
be able to escape as they travelled from one town to another, and
might not know how to get back. Plus she didn't know what they were
going to do with her anyway.



Megan came up with more and more ideas of how to escape, but each
time they proved to be unworkable. She agreed with the cat that she
may as well wait to see what happened with the guards and take it
from there. So with a heavy heart she decided to try and get some
rest so she would at least be alert for later on. As the shadows
lengthened she lay down on her bed and fell into a fitful
sleep.



I wasn't long before Megan was awoken by a noise from the cell, the
jangling of keys. Megan was petrified, and lay frozen with fear in
her bunk. Could this be the end of her adventures, the kind of end
she hadn't dared to even think about?



"Wake up! It looks like one of your friends has returned!"
whispered the cat with great excitement in his voice.



Sure enough the unmistakable silhouette of a flower framed her cell
window. In dropped a Frownie, and the Frownie looked to be carrying
a large set of keys. Salvation!



Megan jumped out of bed immediately, "Where did you get these?" she
asked.



"I took it from the smelly ape. He sleeps outside, it was easy to
take!" replied the Frownie. The flower handed her the bulky keys,
they were so heavy Megan wondered how the small flower had even
been able to carry them at all.



In great haste Megan started trying each key on the padlock that
held her prisoner in her cell. One by one she tried a key and one
by one it didn't work. Eventually she had tried all the keys and
none of them had worked. The Frownie just shook its head, saying it
had got the keys from the guard outside.



The cat whispered "Let me have the keys, I will try them on my
padlock!"



Megan threw the keys over to the cat's cell and the first key he
tried clicked in the lock. Just my luck, thought Megan! The next
moment the cat's cell was open, and he was standing in the doorway,
free at last!



"It seems like one of us has lady luck on our side, young one!"
laughed Raffles, almost invisible in the darkness. The cat unlocked
the door to the corridor and was gone, and being a cat he hadn't
made a sound. Megan wondered if the cat was going to run off and
leave her stuck in the awful jail. Could he be so cruel to leave
her a prisoner here, when it was down to her that he'd got out in
the first place?



Luckily for Megan, the cat was cunning but not cruel, for a minute
later he reappeared clutching another set of keys, and this time
they worked on Megan's cell.



"Did you think I'd leave you in this awful place? Be quick - I saw
the gorillas from earlier on coming up the road. If we don't go
soon they will recapture us!"



They all ran as fast as they could to escape the jail.










Chapter 10
Den of Thieves


Megan and the cat ran through the jail house and were out onto
the street. As they had gone through the building they had past
lots of gorilla guards slumped in their chairs, all asleep. There
were empty bottles on beer on their desks. Not very good at their
jobs, these guards. The cat bounded ahead, in a graceful and sleek
way common to all cats, with Megan running behind and the Frownie
struggling to keep up. By now the jail house was far behind as they
ran along the deserted streets. It was a clear night and the moon
shone down on the silent houses of the town, bathing them in silver
light.



"Follow me, I know a place where we can hide out!" the cat shouted
behind him. He then turned into a narrow alleyway, and stopped in
front of a fence and waited until the others caught up. Megan was
exhausted, although she was very sporty she found that keeping up
with the cat had been almost impossible. He ran along without even
appearing to break a sweat, and this was all the more remarkable
considering he'd been stuck in a small cell for over two weeks and
hadn't had much exercise. The Frownie was the last to arrive, and
no sooner had it made a note of Megan's location it scurried away
just in case some of the guards had followed it. Megan was sorry to
see one of her friends go.



"My friends live here. You'll have to trust them!" said Raffles,
pointing at a doorway that was so well hidden by a tree Megan
wouldn't have known it was there.



Megan did as she was instructed and opened the door, stepping into
what she imagined was a completely dark room.



At first Megan couldn't make out who was in the room but as her
eyes became accustomed to the dim light she saw the outlines of
several shapes. Not only that she could also smell them as
well!



A tiny voice from the darkness asked "Are you the newcomer who's
been causing all the trouble?"

Megan became annoyed at the question. After all she had brought the
Frownies and Sprouts who were sorting out the town!



"I haven't been causing trouble … but I'm afraid it may have
followed me here." she replied.



Raffles then entered the room. He'd been outside on the lookout for
anyone who might have followed them. Judging by his casual
demeanour, Megan guessed that everything must have been ok. He went
straight through a door at the far end of the room and returned
holding a couple of chicken drumsticks. Like all cats he had
excellent night vision, if only Megan could say the same.



"Here" he said, handing one of the drumsticks to Megan, "After 2
days of prison food I'd imagine you'll be wanting something that's
actually fit to eat!"



Megan didn't bother thinking about where the food may have come
from or whether it was safe to eat, she just wolfed in down!



Through the darkness she was aware that five little pairs of eyes
were scrutinising her as she polished off the food. She didn't
care; all that mattered was filling her belly with lovely
food.



Raffles tossed his chicken bone aside and addressed the room.



"Right. I want you all to meet my new friend, Megan. She helped me
out in a scrape back there so make sure you give her any help she
needs!" he said in a confident voice. Was he the boss of this
little group, Megan wondered.



Megan said hello, though it was difficult as she couldn't see
anyone to talk you.



“Well don't be shy, little ones, introduce yourselves!” said
Raffles to no-one in particular.

“I'm Smidgen.” said a voice from the darkness.



“I'm Bridgen.” said another.



“I'm Widgen.” said a third.



“I'm Didgen.” said a fourth.



“I'm Eric.” said the last.



Raffles shrugged, saying “I ran out of rhyming names when I got to
the fifth one I'm afraid.”



Megan smiled, she thought that was funny.



"But how did you escape from the gorilla prison?" asked a voice
from under the table, "We'd all but given up on you!"



Raffles flopped into a big old armchair, saying "Never mind that
now, let's just say there will be time for tall tales and long
evenings to tell them by. Right now we have more pressing matters.
I need to find a way to get my friend into the king's
palace."



Gasps were heard throughout the room, much to Megan's dismay. As
Raffles hadn't offered her a seat she sat cross-legged on the
floor. She scrutinised the five little pairs of eyes in the room.
From the size of the shapes behind them she had a feeling they were
only kittens.



"All I need is for some help in seeing the king" began Megan, "You
see I don't come from this town, I don't even come from this
country. I need to find my way home and the king is the only one
who can help me to do that.”



As the kitten-shapes grumbled amongst themselves Raffles added
"She's right. Only the king knows a way to help her so get her to
the king is what we're going to do."

Raffles got up then went around the room lighting candles, bathing
their surroundings in a soft glow. "You will have to excuse the
darkness. We felines are very good at seeing in the dark so we
don't usually bother with lighting the place. Besides, candles cost
money!"



Megan could see the room clearly now. It was an untidy room, full
of dust and cobwebs. There were only a few bits of furniture; a
large leather armchair that Raffles had been sitting on and a few
wooden stools and low tables scattered about. There was also a
large grand looking chest of drawers by the back door. It looked
expensive and quite out of keeping with the rest of the room. Being
an inquisitive kind of person Megan naturally felt compelled to
open it up and see what was inside.

Also in the room was a handful of the scruffiest, hairiest little
kittens you were ever likely to see. They all looked up at her with
big mournful eyes.



"I see you've noticed our prize exhibit" said Raffles, motioning
towards the chest of drawers, "That's our trophy cabinet. It’s
where we keep all our prizes."



"Prizes?" asked Megan, "You mean like in a competition?"



Megan heard sniggers from some of the kittens.



"No, dear girl!" said Raffles, "The prizes are what we liberate
from those people who don't appreciate them enough. Some of them
are so beautiful we can't bear to part with them. Others we sell to
put food in our bellies. Young ones, why don't you show our human
friend what we do for a living?"



With that the kittens all bounded over to the chest of drawers and
opened them one by one. They took turns in gingerly lifting out the
contents and placing them on the floor in a neat row. The kittens
seem to revere the precious items and handled them as though they
were made of gold.



Looking down at the row of artefacts in front of her Megan indeed
saw that some of the items were made of gold, silver, and jewels.
There was all manner of precious things; a gold pocket-watch, a
brush that was made of a silvery metal that sparkled in the
candle-light, a jewel-encrusted bracelet that might have belonged
to a rich lady. There were about ten items in all.



"They're all so beautiful" said Megan, "Where did you find
them?"



Another snigger rippled through the room. "As I said, we found them
with people who don't give them the appreciation they
deserve"



"You mean you stole them! That isn't very nice. How would you like
it if you had something you treasured and had saved up for only for
someone else to take it from you?"



Raffles and the kittens laughed this off. "The former owners don't
miss their little toys" said the cat, "They are so rich they can go
out and buy a replacement the very next day. We treasure them
because we cannot do the same thing. If we could they wouldn't be
so special."



Megan thought about this but still couldn't bring herself to agree
with the thieving cats. Megan realised that Raffles was something
of a socialist in his outlook.



As the kittens began carefully placing all the items back in the
grand chest of drawers Megan noticed that one of them was different
to the others. She picked it up and looked at it.



"The human girl is touching one of our precious things!" cried one
of the kittens, but Raffles waved him aside saying she could look
at it if she wanted.



The item Megan was holding was made of a material that was quite
unlike anything she'd seen in this world, but nevertheless she
recognised it easily. It was a short stubby piece of plastic with a
metal connector on the end. It looked very much like the things
they plugged into the sides of their computers at school.



"Where did you get this?" she asked



As Raffles began scratching his head a kitten piped up "We borrowed
it from a visitor that came through here not so long ago. It was
left behind when he vanished. We don't know what it's for, but we
like the shiny material!”



Megan smiled, that seemed as good a reason as any! As she looked
again at the device she had a feeling that it would come in
useful.  "Can you tell me about the person, the visitor, who
had this with them?"

 

The kitten was just about to open his mouth when Raffles
interrupted "Oh we don't want to talk about that right now! What do
you say we all bed down for the night. It's very late, and I
haven't slept in a proper bed for weeks!" Then he stretched and
trotted out of the room. It was very noticeable that the cat had
changed the subject so obviously, thought Megan, but as he said
they could talk about that in the morning, and she was quite tired
after all the excitement of escaping from the prison. So she found
herself some blankets and a cushion to rest her head and said
goodnight to the kittens. As she drifted off to sleep she was aware
of their little pairs of eyes blinking out one by one. It was quiet
outside and she was very glad to be out of that awful jail.



The next morning Megan awoke to find the kittens all lined up
watching her with big curious eyes. As she rubbed the sleep from
her eyes she wondered why they were so fascinated by her. It’s not
as though they would never have seen a little girl before, the town
was full of them, so why were they so interested. Raffles wasn't
out of bed yet so she decided to ask them.



"Well it's because you're so … different to everyone else
we've met." one of the kittens said.



"Why's that? I look just the same as everybody else."



The kittens looked at each other for a moment then said "You remind
us of the other visitor we had. He had similar clothes and wore
rubbery shoes like you do."



"You mean my trainers?" chuckled Megan, "These rubbery shoes are
quite common where I come from!"



"That thing you wear on your arm; what is it?" they asked, looking
at her watch.



It was only an old cheap plastic watch she'd bought whilst on
holiday in Spain, hardly anything of interest. But for some reason
the kittens were spellbound by it.



"I tell you what, you can have this watch of mine, but you'll have
to give me something back in return."



The kittens now jumped up and down in excitement, it was rather
sweet to watch them be so interested in something that probably
cost less than a Euro!



"Yes, yes!" they all shouted together" We want the watch, we want
the watch!"



"You can have the watch, but only if I can have the item I was
looking at last night in return." said Megan.



The kittens all looked at each other, but Megan could tell they
were more interested in a watch than a bit of computer equipment
they didn't understand.



"Yes we will do the swap!" they said.



At that exact moment who should walk in but Megan's friend,
Raffles. "What’s all this? Cutting deals behind my back? I thought
I was the lender of our gang!" he said, sounding a little bit
angry.



Some of the kittens ran to hide under the desk where they kept all
their valuables, the others were shaking with fear.



"We are sorry! We wanted a new prize for our collection and the
girl's watch would be perfect. But she wants the strange thing that
the other visitor left in return."



Megan was annoyed at Raffles’ sudden change of character. Had he
already forgotten how she got him out of jail? Was he just like the
lying panther in the jungle when it came down to it?



"I want it because I think I will need it to get home, it would
Megan a lot to me if we could make a deal." she said.



"Well then … " said the cat, "I fear you have overplayed your
hand by showing you want it so much. I will make you a deal …
but I will require something extra in return!"



Megan was exasperated. She’d come all this way and was now having
to jump though hoops for some ungrateful cat thief!



The cat saw the anger in her eyes and said "Don't worry, young one,
I haven't forgotten the debt I owe you for getting me out of that
jail. All I ask is that you ask your flower-friends to come and do
some work for us. Our home is old and in need of repair. We cats
are too good to do building work, we should be out in the streets
borrowing precious things!"



Megan now breathed a sigh of relief, to bring the Frownies and
Sprouts here wouldn't be difficult at all, and whilst they were
working she could work out the next part of her plan.



For the rest of the day the house of cats was transformed by
Megan's little helpers. They removed all the old and broken
furniture and repaired everything that needed to be repaired. The
place was scrubbed from floor to ceiling and new light bulbs were
put in. A couple of hours was all it took for the marvellous
flowers and Sprouts to completely transform the place.



Megan and the cats didn't want to get in the way of the work so
they all hung around in a back alleyway, keeping guard for any
gorillas that might come their way. Megan took the opportunity to
learn more about her new friends and the town they were in.



It seemed that the kittens were all related to Raffles in some way.
Cats didn't get married and start a family like people do. Raffles
had made lots of lady friends during his time and as a result he
soon had lots of mewing little mouths to feed! He couldn't remember
which kittens came from where, so he took them all in regardless of
where they came from. Being a proud cat-burglar he had taught them
the tricks of his trade; how to "borrow" valuable treasures and
sell them off.



Of course Megan didn't agree with stealing, but she liked Raffles
and it was plain that he didn't think anything was wrong with what
he was doing, so she left it at that. She did feel sorry the
kittens, however, as they were growing up knowing nothing apart
from a life of crime. She wished she could help them live their
lives more honestly, but what was it that cats did in this strange
world to make a living and put food on the table? All she knew was
it was wrong to lie and steal and take advantage of people, and
before long the kittens would be so used to that way of thinking
they wouldn't know any better.

 

After the work was finished everyone assembled back in the house to
think about how they were going to get into the castle to see the
king. Megan wasn't bothered how they did it as long as she saw the
king and no-one got hurt.



Raffles was the first to start bouncing ideas around. "Well
naturally I favour the sneaky way in. Perhaps we could climb the
flags at the outside of the castle and open the castle gates from
the inside"



"I think that's too risky" said Megan, "What if someone falls and
hurts them self? I wouldn't be able to live with that. There has to
be a safer way."



One of the kittens at the back piped up "We could wait until the
guards have fallen asleep and steal their keys. It seemed to work
in getting you out of jail."



Raffles pondered on this before replying "I'm afraid that won't
work as the guards are much smarter than your average gorillas.
They are specially hand-picked by the general of the army."



That was disappointing, thought Megan she favoured an approach that
didn't involve confrontation. "How about we disguise ourselves and
get in that way?"



"No, I'm afraid not. The castle guards have noses sharper than my
dress sense on a night out," boasted Raffles, "They will smell
through the disguise for sure. Those little flower friends of
yours, could we persuade them to rush the castle gates so we can
slip by in the confusion?"



The mere thought of that horrified Megan "And what about the ones
that are caught? They would all be thrown out of the town and I
could never live with that as they helped me get all this way in
the first place. There has to be a better way."



When the best idea arrived it came from the most unexpected of
places. The smallest and straggliest kitten, who Megan had never
even heard speak before, provided the answer they had all been
looking for in a voice so tiny they could barely hear it.



"I don't mean to interrupt, but why not just walk into the castle
when the king's talent show is being held?"



Raffles pounced from his big leather armchair and gave the little
kitten a big hug. "Of course, well done Eric! The king's contest!
We can all just walk in and our human friend can just waltz over to
his royal king-ness and that's all there is to it. This calls for a
celebration; crack open the special lemonade!"



And with that all the kittens cheered and fetched small bottles
from the kitchen. Megan watched with bemusement as they all
produced little straws and slurped down the yellow liquid. Megan
didn't have any as she thought it smelled a bit like the white wine
her mum sometimes drank.



After the second round of 'special lemonade' had been consumed
Megan began to get some more details from the kittens about this
annual event. Apparently the king loved nothing more than to be
entertained by his adoring public, and once a year he opened up the
castle gates and allowed the townsfolk in to perform all manner of
talents. Singing, dancing, juggling, everything was allowed as long
as the king was amused, and the performance that gave him the most
satisfaction was awarded a special prize of their choosing.



With increasingly slurred words the feline friends told Megan about
all the amazing acts that had been performed over the years, and
how the king became more fussy and difficult to please as the
standard increased year after year. The king had even started
bringing in royal aides to help him decide which act would be the
winner. It was all great fun, insisted the tipsy kittens
breathlessly.



Megan was very happy that they had found a possible way to get to
the king, and for the first time in several days she found herself
feeling more upbeat about the chance of getting home. But as had so
often been the case before, no sooner had she dared to think that
there might be a way back to the real world something turned up
that had to go and spoil it.



"My oh my, I think there might be a slight problem" began the black
cat, "And I'm not sure how we're going to get around it"



Megan sighed loudly, and asked what it was. The kittens all looked
at each other.



"The king doesn't let just any old Tom, Dick or Harry into his
castle. Every year he issues a limited number of golden tickets for
the talent show, and they sell out in no time. One year I was lucky
enough to, ahem, come into possession of one. It kept us stocked
with fine food for over a month, I can tell you!"



The kittens all mewed their agreement. They all seemed a lot more
relaxed since they started drinking their "special lemonade", and
lounging about the place.



"So if we can get another one of these tickets, will we be able to
get into the castle?" asked Megan. For some reason the idea of a
golden ticket seemed familiar, and Megan found herself thinking of
chocolate.



Raffles the cat started pulling at one of his whiskers, a mannerism
she'd seen him do before. Usually when lots of thoughts were
whirling around in his cat head looking for an idea. Unfortunately
his answer wasn't the one she wanted.



"I don't think we'll be able to steal one; we only have a day or so
until the contest and we'd need to find out who had the tickets,
check their places out to see how to get in, work out a plan for
escaping, and so on. It can't be done, not even by us!"



Megan wasn't going to let a defeatist cat get the better of her.
There must be a way to get hold of a ticket at short notice, even
if it didn't involve stealing, which of course she didn't agree
with anyway.



"You say the golden tickets are worth a lot of money?"



"Yes, that's right" said Raffles, "Most of the tickets are handed
out to the townsfolk and the rich people buy them up straight away.
You'd have to be super-rich to offer them a price they'd accept for
the rare golden tickets!"



Megan had crossed an ocean to get here, and she wasn't going to let
a bit of money stand between her and going home! "I will find a way
to raise the money to buy a ticket, if you could find out whom to
buy it from."

All the kittens gave out a drunken cheer before huddling together
to discuss their side of the agreement, leaving Megan to start
thinking about how on earth she was going to find a pot of cash to
bribe her way back home.










Chapter 11
The Mad Professor


They only had a couple of days before the king opened his doors
for the annual talent show, so Megan had a lot to do in that time.
The gang of sneaky cats were tasked with putting together a list of
people who had golden tickets. It was up to Megan to try and find a
way to persuade one of these people to part with their precious
item.



The first thing Megan did was send the word out to the Frownies and
Sprouts that she required their help again. The gorilla guards
would surely still be after her, so she first got Raffles to
provide her with a disguise so she wouldn't be noticed. He came
back with a red cloak a long wig the same colour as her dad's hair,
mousy brown. She had a feeling it was made out of horses hair as it
was terribly itchy against her scalp. She wondered if there was a
forlorn looking bald horse standing in a field somewhere!



With her disguise in place she went off to the meeting point to see
her friends, carefully avoiding all the gorillas on the way just to
be on the safe side. After half an hour of walking in the shadows
and taking quiet back streets and alleyways she arrived at the main
square in the town. Looking around she noticed a little purple
flower waving at her from a window of a small house. After checking
that she wasn't being watched she slipped inside.



"We're so happy you are there, but we all prefer your golden hair!"
they all chorused at once.



Megan took off her troublesome wig and slung it over a chair. "It's
not my favourite colour!"



And so they discussed the next stage of their plan. Megan was
overjoyed to see all her friends again, though she remembered that
although they were very hard working and industrious they weren't
the smartest people around. The flowers came up with the most
suggestions but their ideas were largely impractical, such as going
busking or setting up a chain of whelk stalls. The Sprouts had
always been quieter than the Frownies, being more suited to heavy
manual work, and unfortunately they spent most of their time
nitpicking what the flowers came out with rather than offering
ideas of their own. After an hour's talk, and all of it in a little
room packed with her helpers, Megan still didn't have any good
ideas for how to raise lots of money.



Part of the problem was that the Frownies and Sprouts weren't very
business minded. They worked because they enjoyed doing it, and all
the people they were now working for had taken them in on the
understanding that it was for food and shelter. They could hardly
turn round and start asking for money now, and besides their
masters were humble towns-folk and didn't have much money anyway.
All the rich people in the town already had menservants.



So one after another ideas were put forward only to be rejected,
and Megan found herself becoming disheartened by the lack of
progress. Before long she called an end to the little gathering, as
it was pointless to continue. She figured that if an idea came then
it would come unexpectedly, so she trudged back to the cat's den to
see how they were getting on with the list of people who had a
golden ticket.



Raffles wasn't there when she got back; only a couple of kittens
had returned, and between them they had only collected ten names
and addresses. All the people were high ranking officials in the
royal administration, people who would be expected to attend no
matter what.



Megan spent the rest of the afternoon on her bed, her brain a whirl
of thoughts. Of course the cats   might be able to get
their hands on a large amount of money at short notice, but that
would certainly involve stealing it and she didn't want anything to
do with that.



After a while all the kittens had returned, and just as Megan was
getting ready to set off and meet the Frownies and Sprouts again
who should stride in but Raffles the cat, looking even more smug
than usual.



"So here we have it, young girl. A list of two hundred names, all
ready and waiting to have their palms crossed with silver!"



Megan tried to hide her melancholy, but it was difficult with the
cat looking right at her. "I haven't got any money yet; this town
is a difficult place to find money. Everyone’s either working on
the land or in small businesses. they're either very poor or very
rich."



Raffles looked at her with concern. "Don't worry, something will
come up. Have a look at this list of names and tell me if you can
conjure up any brilliant plans."



He unfurled the master list of names, all scribbled down on a large
scroll. There were names, addresses and professions. It almost
certainly wasn't a complete list but not bad for a days work. These
sure were useful cats to have around, thought Megan.



She studied the scroll for what seemed like an age. Most of the
people had very good reason to go to the talent show. They were
either rich, worked for the king and so were obliged to go, or
actually participating in the contest. Megan could guess the rich
ones by name, and Raffles crossed most of them with a red crayon.
He knew most people who were worth knowing in the town, and had
probably "borrowed" something off them at one time or
another.



With the scroll covered in red scribbles, that left only five
people they were unsure of; five people they might have a chance of
obtaining a golden ticket from. As Raffles and the kittens gathered
round they narrowed the list down further to a single name: "Felipe
Nostaramus"



"That’s an odd name" said Megan, “Is he some kind of wizard or
something?"



"Wizard?" scoffed Raffles loudly, "Do you think we live in some
sort of fantasy world, child?"



Megan smiled inside, as she thought this was a funny thing to say
considering Raffles was a big talking cat, but she let the feeling
pass so as not to offend him.



"I’m not so sure about this person. I know he lives in the
scholarly district of the city, but I think he keeps himself to
himself and is something of a hermit. I remember we checked his
place out a few months ago and spent an hour looking for precious
things, but all we found was a few dusty books which we couldn't
even sell. In fact we still have them; we use them to prop up the
table. He chased us out with an umbrella, if I remember correctly.
If he was rich I am sure we would have gone back there!"



The family of kittens mewed in agreement. If Felipe Nostaramus was
a mystery to them all then Megan knew there was only one course of
action that should be taken. She would go to speak to him at
once.



"But we don't know anything about him!" protested Raffles, “he
could be a spy or a charlatan or worse!"



Or a thief, thought Megan. But she insisted on going to see him,
despite their protests. There simply wasn't enough time for
anything else. The show was in a day's time and she had no other
ideas of how to see the king.



So Megan put on her cloak and her awful wig, and had Raffles and
some of the kittens take her to the university district of the
town. They waited until dusk before setting off; it was simply too
risky otherwise.



Before long they were looking up a ramshackle old building that had
obviously seen better days. Tattered flags hung from poles on the
outside and some of the window had been broken and boarded with
wood. The whole place smelt dusty and old and Megan felt afraid to
go inside, but she couldn't show any fear and knew what she must do
to get home. She left the cats guarding the street outside and with
trepidation she went up to the large oak door and pulled the
bell-rope.



At first she could hear nothing from the other side, and considered
that the house may be derelict. But just as she was about to leave
she heard low mutterings from inside, and the next moment the door
creaked slightly open and a wizened old man scrutinised her with
suspicious eyes.



"If it's about the money, I tell you I don't have it!" croaked the
old man through yellow teeth. Megan was almost knocked back by the
smell! What on earth was he on about?



"I'm sorry to bother you, sir" she began being as polite as
possible, "I'm not here about any money. I would just like to talk
to you about something"



She could see some relief in the tired old eyes, but the front door
remained open by only the smallest margin. The old man Felipe gave
out a resigned grunt before fixing her with his beady stare.



"And who wants to disturb Felipe Nostaramus at such an ungodly
hour? Speak quickly, child, or I will summon the
authorities!"



It wasn't the easiest thing in the world to turn up unannounced at
the door of a stranger and ask for something as precious as one of
the golden tickets. Megan figured she may as well just ask him
straight. A no would be a no, regardless of how long she spent
asking the question.



"I am here, kind sir, because I want to ask a favour of you. I am
from a faraway land and I am trying to get home. The only way I can
get home is to see the king, and the only way I can see the king is
by going to his talent contest."



The old man blinked quickly as he digested the words. After a
moment he rasped, "and what's that got to do with me!?"



Megan swallowed before saying "I would like to buy your golden
ticket"



Another pause from the other side of the door, then shrill laughter
"and what makes you think I will sell it to you?"



Megan looked back at the cats waiting for in the street, she
couldn't fail now. There was no option but to persuade the old man
to give her the ticket. But what did a young girl like Megan have
that he could possibly want?



"I may not have any money for you, sir. But I know about a great
many things that would amaze you. Things that don’t exist in your
world. You can ask me any questions about them at all."



There was another pause, and to Megan’s surprise the door swung
open. Felipe Nostaramus stood there with a smirk on his face.



"You have a lot of gall disturbing an old professor like myself at
this hour and boasting of wonderful things. Even more boldness to
think you could earn my golden ticket by telling tall tales. But
luckily for you I receive little in the way of entertainment these
days. Come in, young one, and let's see if you can change my
mind."



Megan entered the hallway of the building and found herself
surrounded by all manner of strange things. There was a Persian rug
glistening with silver stitching, acres of charcoal portraits on
the walls, and a number of stuffed animals. One of the animals
looked like a dodo. Everything was bathed in the glow of red
candles and had a strange musky smell.



The old man led her into a large room full of antique furniture
that looked as though it hadn't been used in years. Megan looked up
to see a huge bookcase covering the walls from one end to the
other. A skeleton was hanging right next to one of the large
windows, which gave Megan a start.



"Oh don't you mind about Yoric" chuckled the old man, "I keep him
there to frighten away any local children that might let their
curiosity get the better of them! Now please sit down, and tell me
of your wonderful world."



But Megan was too interested in her surroundings to be answering
any questions; she was more in the mood for asking them.

"All these books, have you read them all?"



The professor waved his hand dismissively. "Read all of them,
forgotten most of them, wrote a few of them. I use them more for
insulation these days."



"And all the stuffed animals, did you hunt them yourself?"



"No, no! I collect them. You can never know too much about nature,
young one. We are but one step up from the animals, after
all"



Megan was glad he was letting her explore the room; there were so
many interesting relics to look at!



"What is your name, girl? Do they have names where you are
from?"



Megan detected a hint of sarcasm in his question. Was he just
playing with her for fun?



"Yes they do, and my name is Megan. I am from a place called
England. It’s autumn where I'm from at the moment, not like
here!"



"And how did you get here from England? Did you travel in a
fantastical machine, or did you walk?"



"I'm … not sure .I was on my computer and suddenly everything
went blank and when I woke up  I was on the woodcutter's
island and I had to get the Frownies and the Sprouts to build me a
ship to get here." said Megan



The professor tweaked the end of his long white beard. Megan
thought he might look a bit like Father Christmas if he wore a red
costume and put on some weight. "I see … " he said.



"The Frownies and Sprouts are my friends. My new friends are a gang
of cats who borrow things for a living; I'm staying with them at
the moment. It took me a long time to get here, of course if I had
a car it would have been must faster" said Megan, before adding
"but I can't drive of course."



Megan was studying a large map on the wall. It was a map of the
world scribbled in ink and illustrated with all kinds of strange
beasts and monsters. There was a large land mass in the centre of
the map with a castle in the middle. She guessed this must be where
she was at the moment. She also saw a much smaller island to the
west, completely covered in trees. Was this the woodcutter's island
where she'd started her adventure?



The professor cleared his throat to get her attention again, before
asking "and what is a car? Is that something you have in your
world?"



"Yes, it's a mechanical machine you use to travel around. It runs
on petrol and you control it using a wheel to turn and pedals on
the floor to go faster. We used to have horses and carts, like you
do, but the car is better."



"Fascinating!" laughed the professor, obviously not believing a
word the young girl was saying. "If I had one of these cars my
expedition next year will be a lot shorter!"



Megan was starting to get annoyed by his mocking tone. She had a
real temper which got her into trouble sometimes, but she knew she
must try to control it if she wanted the golden ticket.



"What expedition are you talking about?" she asked.



The professor became a lot more animated as he told her about an
expedition he had organised to see the end of the world. It must
have been something he was very excited about.



"What do you mean 'the end of the world'?" she asked. "Is something
bad going to happen, like a big war?"



"No, no. I mean the geographical end of the world, where the land
peters away and the heavens begin. Many have talked of it but none
has returned to tell the tale. I, Felipe Nostaramus, will be the
first citizen of Barandium to witness the wonder! I am arranging an
expedition in the spring and I’ve already chartered a ship."



"I think you should take lots of food, you're going to be sailing
for a very long time!" laughed Megan, and looking back at the map
she did indeed see the edges of the world give way to stars and
angels.



"What do you mean by that!?" asked the professor angrily.



Megan turned to give him her full attention, before saying "Because
the world is not flat, it's a ball. And you will never reach the
end because there isn't one. You’ll just travel round and
round."



The old man had been lounging on a low sofa the whole time but this
prompted him to his feet. "Preposterous talk! You have done nothing
but make things up since I invited you into my home! I should throw
you back onto the street where you came from!"



Megan was scared but she stood her ground. Now was her chance to
convince the professor he was wrong about how he though about the
world.



"If the world is flat why hasn't anyone seen the end yet? What
stops the ocean falling over the side in a giant waterfall and
draining away?"



"Why, because the heavens keep the water in." stammered Felipe
Nostaramus



"Rubbish, you seem to be a man of science yet you believe that?
It’s gravity that holds the water to the earth. It’s gravity that
makes you fall back down after you've jumped in the air and it's
gravity that keeps the earth revolving around the sun instead of
spinning into space?"



"Are you mad? The sun goes round the earth and everyone knows
that"

"No it doesn't. The earth goes round the sun, the moon goes round
the earth, and I think the moon controls the tides of the ocean
because of gravity"



The professor slumped back into his sofa again, quite unable to
take it all in. Megan was happy that she'd concentrated in science
class; something she learnt at school was coming in useful at long
last!



"What’s more, the earth isn't the only planet going around the sun.
There are other worlds as well. I saw a telescope in your hallway
as I came in; if you ever use it you’ve probably guessed as much
yourself."



The professor was stroking his beard furiously, he seemed to be in
some kind of trance. His eyes flicked this way and that like a
frightened animal. Was Megan telling him too much at once?



"If there were planets I would see them. I have studied the sky
above for a long time, young one, longer than you have been alive.
Of the heavens I see only three things; the sun, the moon and the
stars. I see no planets that you speak of."



Megan was in danger of failing to convince him and if she lost the
argument she would lose the chance to get the ticket. She looked
out of the window for inspiration.



"If you have studied the stars you will now that they don't move.
But some stars move, don't they Mr Professor? Some stars move
through the sky from one year to the next."



His eyes lifted to meet hers "Yes, I call them wandering stars. I
haven't declared them to the astronomical society yet, how do you
know about those?"



"Where I come from everybody knows about the planets. Of all the
thousands of stars in the sky there are less than 10 stars that
wander about aren't there? That’s because they are other worlds,
not stars. If you look closely enough at one of them you’ll see
that it has rings around it."



For a moment Megan thought the old professor was going to faint. He
had turned as pale as a ghost, and his hands were trembling by his
sides. Surely he must believe me, thought Megan. Surely he would
give me his ticket as a thank you.



However what happened next was neither what Megan had wanted nor
expected. Shaking with rage the old man had picked up an umbrella
and was shaking it in her

direction.



"You think you can come in here and tell me all this nonsense? Me,
the most scientific mind in the entire kingdom? I'll teach you for
messing with the mind of Felipe Nostaramus!"



He moved quickly for an old man but luckily Megan was quite fast
herself. He chased her round a large mahogany table that was strewn
with old pottery, knocking some of it to the floor in the process.
Then he almost backed her into a corner of the room. But Megan was
nimble as well as fast, and her gymnastic skills came in useful as
she somersaulted over some chairs to get out of the way.



"Please! I didn't come here to lie to you! It’s the truth, I
swear!" she cried, but the professor seemed to have flipped his
lid. He kept shrieking about being deceived and having his secrets
stolen.



Megan had no choice but to run for the door. She darted out into
the hallway and out into the street outside, just managing to
escape his grasp.



"Go back to your thieving cat friends! You’ll not steal any more
secrets from me!" he shouted after her as she bounded away from his
house.



"That seemed to go well!" shouted Raffles as he ran beside
her.



The kittens were all very sweet to her when they got back to their
house. They brought her tea and cakes and generally offered
comforting words. Unfortunately none of it helped Megan out of her
dark mood. As she lay in bed she began to appreciate the things
she'd always taken for granted. All her friends at school, her
gymnastics lessons and story writing, all of it seemed further away
than ever. Would she ever know her comfortable life again? She went
to sleep feeling more disconsolate than ever.



The next morning Megan had a surprise visitor. There was loud
knocking at the door and all the cats went into a panic as they
weren't expecting anyone. Was it the gorilla guards come to take
them back to jail?



But who should be standing at their door than the old professor,
looking sheepish and respectful. Megan was rooted to the spot when
the door opened, as only last night he'd been chasing her through
his house armed with an umbrella. The cats surrounded her
protectively.



"I was wrong when I said you'd deceived me” said the professor, “I
got to thinking after you'd left, and went up on the roof to have a
look through my telescope. What should I see but a 'wandering star'
surrounded by coloured rings."



Megan felt the warmth com back to her face. He was talking about
the planet Saturn. Now he knew she'd been telling the truth.



"You’ve saved me a long unnecessary journey by the other things
that you said. I won't be going to the end of the earth after all.
Because of the time you saved me, and all the other ideas you put
into my head, I think it's only fair that you have this."



And with that he reached into his pocket and pulled out a golden
ticket.



All the kittens jumped with joy and Megan was also beaming with
gratitude as he accepted the gift. Only Raffles looked stern and
suspicious.



"How did you find this hideout? I've kept this place a closely
guarded secret to protect my family. Who told you?" asked
Raffles

Professor Felipe Nostaramus looked surprised and confused. "One of
your cats’ led me here, of course."



Raffles looked at his brood as they all shrugged their shoulders
protesting that they hadn't helped the old man.



"It wasn't any of the young ones here. The cat that talked to me
and showed me the way was a black cat. Very quick he was as well; I
could barely keep up with him as he flitted between the
shadows."



Megan was astonished. He could only be talking about the
Shadow-Cat! Had the cat been following her the whole time?



"Anyway I can't stand here talking all day. I've done what I came
here to do. I need to go back and prepare my paper on the sun,
stars and planets. Good luck with your journey home Megan, I think
you are very brave for one so young."



“Well I was only trying to get home” she replied.



“Well don't think I won't forget you in a hurry, Felipe Nostaramus
always pays his debts!” said the old professor. “In fact, I will be
publishing my latest scholarly manuscript very soon. I usually send
the first copy to the royal society, but this time I want you to
receive the first copy!”



The old man took Megan's address, which didn't seem very smart as
there's no way his manuscript could ever find its way to her
world.



“It will be entitled 'My brilliant brains'” he said rather grandly,
“I may even mention you in it!”



Megan thanked Felipe Nostaramus and they hugged one last time.
After a few goodbyes the old man was gone from the house and
walking back to his scholarly life.



"Well that's all sorted then" said Raffles, "It's time to get you
off to that talent contest, young girl!"



All the kittens cheered and Megan found herself dressing up in her
disguise. They had already organised what would happen should she
get her hands on a golden ticket; the cats would make sure she got
to the castle safely and the Frownies and Sprouts would be on the
route ready to create any diversions should the gorillas block her
path. Everything had been planned the day before, and one of the
kittens had already been sent to spread the word to the
Frownies.



Megan was so excited at the prospect of getting a chance to see the
king and go home, but at the same time a part of her was sad she'd
be saying goodbye to her friends. She still had no idea how she
would find her way back, but something inside her told her that she
might never see her new friends again.










Chapter 12
The Pompous King


The whole town of Arcadia was buzzing with excitement on the
morning of the show. Flags and banners hung from every window and
the streets were full of people celebrating their king. How much of
this was staged Megan didn't know, although she noticed a much
larger number of gorilla guards on her way to the
castle. 



Megan noticed that many of the flags had the symbol of a green
cobra on them, its fangs dripping with blood. She could see this
symbol everywhere.



"It's the king's royal crest, rather gaudy don't you think?" said
Raffles, "The queen's was a single red rose against a background of
snow. Much more pleasing on the eye."



Megan kept a low profile throughout the journey, and her friends
the cats, Frownies and Sprouts kept watch at all times for any
signs of trouble. On two occasions they had almost bumped into a
squad of guards before the Frownies had created a diversion to
distract them.



Slowly but surely the castle grew ever nearer as the crowd
thickened. Before long Megan was standing in front of the huge
castle gates in a large crowd. The gorillas formed a defensive
barrier. They were on full alert, and looked a fearsome sight with
their spears and battle armour. Megan had come this far and knew
she must show more courage than ever if she were to get safely
inside the castle.



Raffles had never been far form her side since they left the cat
hideout, but as the crowd was so dense he could get close to her at
last.



"So far so good, though we had a few close shaves back there, eh
Megan? I'm sure you will be inside soon."



"I will miss you and your kittens." Megan found herself
saying.



Raffles appeared to be almost touched, but he soon found his
bravado again.



"We will see each other when needs must, I am sure of it!" he
replied.

Soon the guards began allowing people into the castle. A chimp in a
fancy set of silk pantaloons was reading names from a scroll.
Luckily Felipe was a name that both men and women could have so
Megan would be able to use his precious golden ticket.



The crowd cheered as each name was read out. Each name produced an
excited person from the crowd, and everyone was searched before
they went through the gate.



Before long Megan heard the name of Felipe Nostaramus proclaimed
over the crowd.



"It’s now or never, young Megan. Good luck to you. Be sure to keep
wearing your disguise, and please take this!" said Raffles, giving
her a big hug and handing her something as she left. It was the
portable storage device she'd taken an interest in. What a sweet
cat!



"You’re not Felipe. He’s an old man, I've worked with him at the
university." said a woman standing right next to Megan as her name
was called a second time.



Megan was about to open her mouth to explain herself when who
should appear from nowhere but a group of Frownies.



"Come quickly madam, your house is on fire!" they all shouted at
once.



Megan and Raffles smiled at each other as the frantic woman was led
away by the purple flowers. Their plan at being found out was
working flawlessly!



So it came to the time when Megan had to take leave of her new and
special friends, and she was overcome with sadness as she waved
goodbye to them and approached the castle gates. The guards didn't
recognise her, thankfully. They were too preoccupied with the
castle security to bother about missing prisoners. After a quick
search they ushered her through the castle gates. Megan had made
it!



The castle interior was even grander than Megan had imagined. The
moment they entered the great hall she was amazed at the scale of
everything. The ceiling was so high Megan would have needed an
enormous trampoline to even see the patterns that were painted
there, and the red carpet she walked on seemed to stretch off into
infinity. On either side of the carpet stood the guards, evil
looking gorillas that were dressed up in military uniform. But
these were the well-disciplined soldiers of the elite king's guard,
not the loud bullies that has caused so much commotion in the
streets outside. They looked resplendent in their tunics and
animal-fur helmets, and they proudly wore colourful medals on their
chests. Ominously, she also noticed that they all carried
razor-sharp swords, and looked as though they knew how to use
them.



The room was alive with noise as the townspeople jostled and
bustled their way from the tawdry street outside, and there was a
cacophony appreciative comments from the mass of people as they
excitedly streamed through the hall. Megan had been so taken aback
by it all she had almost forgotten why she was here. With a big
gulp to calm her nerves she held her head high and strode down the
hall to the royal chambers. What would she find there?



The royal chamber was huge, and was already filling with hundreds
of excited people. Megan took her place by the doors and had a good
look around. The place was full of statues and fine marble columns
carved with animal motifs. There was also the beautifully musky
smell of incense filling the room. But what caught Megan's interest
most of all was a large tapestry hanging down from the high
ceiling. It was brilliantly colourful and contained scenes from the
kingdom. In the middle of the tapestry was a green cobra, its fangs
dripping with blood; the king's royal crest. It was huge and
imposing. A round hole had been cut out of the tapestry in the
centre, now why on earth would they have done something like
that?



At the far end of the room was a large wooden table, and on the
table was a silver trophy. Megan guessed that this would be the
winning prize. It wasn't particularly large or expensive looking,
but the moment Megan clapped eyes on the thing she knew she must
have it. Not because it looked worth having, but because to earn it
she must prove herself to be the best performer in the
contest!



A row of monkeys all blew their trumpets, and a group of people
walked in. Megan couldn't quite see who they were from where she
was standing as people were milling about trying to get a better
look and most of them were taller than she was.



Megan pushed her way to the front of the crowd and it wasn't long
before she spotted the king himself. Seated behind the large wooden
table he looked the very essence of self-importance. Adorned in a
golden robe, and wearing a stupidly oversized crown which almost
covered his eyes, he was obviously trying his utmost to impress
everyone with his greatness. He sat very still, occasionally
looking around with his nose stuck firmly in the air as though
everyone else should have felt grateful to be breathing the same
air. According to the Shadow-Cat it was the king who held the key
to her getting back home, but how was Megan going to find out how
to do that? He was surrounded by the biggest gorilla-guards she'd
seen so far, so how could she even get near him, let alone talk to
him? She felt a bit overwhelmed by it all for a moment, but her
determination to get home was keeping her strong. There had to be a
way!



After a few minutes the huge doors to the chamber were creaked
shut, and the chattering of the crowds began to settle down to a
whisper. One of the footmen, a gaudy-looking orang-utan with a
feathered hat, stepped forward and blew some notes on a
trumpet.



"Ladies and gentle-folk" he announced grandly, "Let the good
townspeople of Arcadia entertain the great king of Barandium!". And
with that the room erupted in wild applause. Even Megan clapped, so
wrapped up was she in the emotion of the moment.



After a minute's pause, for dramatic effect, the king rose from his
chair to his full height, all 5 foot of him!



"Royal subjects and underlings" he said in a raspy voice, "I am
your great king, Simon Bowell!"



It was that moment when Megan notice that his throne was shaped
like a golden toilet seat. She started giggling, but stopped
herself just in time as the gorilla-guards began looking to see
where the laughter was coming from. She knew she would have to be
more careful as the king would surely not take kindly to people
mocking him. She had got this far and mustn't fail now!



The little king continued "As a measure of greatness I give the
following royal decree; that all townspeople this day will
entertain their beloved king … in a talent show!"



With that he plumped noisily back into his toilet-shaped throne,
his crown almost falling off in the process. The royal footman blew
his trumpet again and everyone erupted in rapturous applause. What
a strange spectacle this was!



The townspeople had obviously done all this before as some of them
came forward from the crowd and joined a group near the royal
footman. Megan also saw that the king had been joined at his royal
table, with a slimy lizard in a suit on one side of him and an
elegant swan on the other. They all had buzzers placed in front of
them. Megan guessed that these must be the other judges.



The little king banged his fist on the table, shouting "Let the
talent begin!"



The first entry was a large black woman dressed in a long flowery
dress, she strode confidently to the middle of the room and waited
for the king's command to begin.



"What is your name, townswoman?" asked the king.



"My name is Melanie Bellamie, your grace” said the woman as she
dropped to the floor in a little curtsey, "I am here to sing for
you, and to entertain the grateful crowd." She looked back towards
the crowd, beaming.



"Well I hope your singing is better than your dress sense" cackled
the king. He looked at the other judges who started laughing a
little too obviously on cue. Megan didn't like the king at all, he
was rude and big headed



The woman started singing an old hymn, she was a little nervous at
first but soon picked up the pace and was hitting the high notes
with confidence. The royal chamber was well suited to this
competition, as her voice echoed pleasantly around the place, and
Megan was quite taken by it. Melanie Bellamie had been singing now
for about five minutes, with the crowd listening in reverent
silence.



Suddenly the king pressed his buzzer and the woman stopped singing
abruptly.



"Rubbish! Rubbish!" shouted the king, "Your voice is rubbish, your
dress is rubbish, and what's more YOU are rubbish!"



Megan almost couldn't bear to look, the poor lady was crestfallen
by his cruel remarks.



Then the slimy lizard wearing the suit piped up "Maybe if you lost
some weight you would be able to wear proper clothes!"



The panel of judges all laughed together, and Megan was
disappointed to hear that the crowd was going along with
them.



"There is no beginning to your talent!" shouted the elegant swan,
"I make better sounds when I'm on the toilet!" Megan thought the
swan was the worst one of all, shouldn't there be at least one nice
judge on the panel? That's what you usually got with these kinds of
things, she thought.



Melanie Bellamie trudged dejectedly back to the crowd. Megan was
really angry that she had been treated this way by the stupid king
and his creepy friends. She'd sung so beautifully as well, what
hope did any of the other contestants have? The whole thing was
annoying, and not at all like she'd imagined it to be.



The next up was a trio of little chimps. They were dressed in red
velvet shorts and coloured vests like a circus act and, like
before, they waited expectantly for the king's command to
proceed.



Simon Bowell, the pompous king, leaned forward in his golden throne
and studied the three chimps in front of him.



"I see … " he began, "that you are all little children, are
you not?"



"Er … no, your grace. We are adults" replied the chimps. Megan
wanted to cover her ears as she knew what was coming next.



"Adults?" laughed the king scornfully, "you look like little babies
pretending to be adults!"



Again the room joined together in cruel laughter. Some people were
pointing and making rude gestures towards the poor little chimps.
Megan found herself to be quite disgusted by it all.



The chimps began their act. They began by doing cartwheels around
the room, and then went on to do some quite amazing gymnastic
feats; throwing each other in the air and leaping around the place
in a well controlled way. They jumped on each other's shoulders
almost all the way up to the high ceiling then dropped down again
with hardly any effort. Megan couldn't help but be impress by their
precise skill, and appreciated it all the more as she was a bit of
a gymnast herself.



Inevitably the king buzzed his disapproval "Is this how you
entertain your king? Leaping around like fleas during the summer
heat? I could jump twice as high and twice as fast without even
trying!".



The lizard and the swan clapped enthusiastic and nodded their
approval. Megan thought it was getting a bit ridiculous now, as the
king was clearly boasting about things he was quite unable to do.
He had laughed at the chimps for being small when he was tiny
himself by anyone's standards.She would never dream of 
laughing at anyone just because they were small! This was too
much!



The next act was a small boy carrying a violin. Megan could tell
straight away that he was almost trembling with fear as he
approached the table with the three judges. Surely they wouldn't be
nasty towards such a sweet-looking little boy.



"Well then, well then?" rasped the king, drumming his podgy fingers
on the table in an irritated way.



The boy looked back towards a woman in the crowd, who Megan guessed
was probably his mother. Then he nervously gulped and said "I am
Andrew McAndrew, oh noble king, and I am hear to play you a song on
my violin."



For the first time Megan sensed that the king was looking kindly on
the entertainer in front of him. The swan and the slimy lizard
seemed unsure of how to react to the king's new sense of
politeness. They fiddled with their fingers for want of something
to do. They were even worse than the king; hanging on his every
word and behaving only to please him.



After another pause the king raised his hand and said "Play on,
young master McAndrew. Let us hope you can be worthy of my
greatness!". With that the king dropped his hand.



The small boy raised his violin and started playing. Megan couldn't
be sure what the song was, but what was obvious to her and everyone
in the royal chamber was that the boy had immense talent. He was
playing a slow melodic song that seemed to make everyone's hearts
rise and fall with each stroke of his violin bow. It was truly
beautiful.



As the music from the young musician took hold of the room Megan
wondered how she was going to get home. The Shadow-Cat had said
that she would find the answer here on this day, in the company of
the pompous king and his shameful hangers-on. Looking around she
couldn't see any clues at all as to how she was going to do this.
But from the corner of her eye she noticed for the first time that
was a couple of orang-utan footman standing back from the king's
table and they appeared to both holding a large chest. Was there a
prize in the chest for the best talent show act? The chest was
being guarded by a number of particularly vicious looking gorillas
so it had to contain something special. Megan began to move through
the crowd toward the chest so she could get a better look.



Presently the king's buzzer again showed his disapproval and the
boy stopped playing.



"Not bad for a little one, but I must say you are very rough around
the edges," he said. "Perhaps if you practised more you would have
learned all the notes, and not just half of them!"



Straight away the lizard and swan started guffawing in response to
the king's jagged remarks, and under the glare of the
gorilla-guards Megan was dismayed to see the whole room joining in.
The little boy started crying and Megan felt her anger swelling up
inside as the boy ran back to his mother's arms. She had had
enough!



"I don't think it's very big or clever to be making fun of people!"
she shouted out as she strode into the middle of the room, "Aren't
you supposed to be the wise king?"



Everyone stopped laughing almost immediately as a hush of
astonishment rippled through the crowd. The king looked as though
he was in a state of shock as he stared at Megan, he had obviously
never been spoken to like that in his life. The guards were getting
twitchy as they looked at this new threat, and she knew she must do
something fast.



Suddenly a surprising thing happened. The tapestry that had caught
Megan's eye when she'd first entered the king's chamber was
fluttering down from the ceiling. It happened so fast it actually
fell right on top of Megan and covered her completely, knocking off
her disguise. With some effort she managed to wriggle from
underneath it, but another odd thing happened. She was so confused
that she managed to put her head through the hole in the middle of
the tapestry by accident, and when she had got up she seemed to be
wearing it like a cape.



There were gasps of astonishment from all around her, the king in
particular was rooted to his throne in fright. Megan realised that
the crowd were all pointing at her blonde hair, her wig had fallen
off when the tapestry had fallen on her head. As Megan had noted
previously, her hair colour was very rare in the town.



“It is the prophecy!” the crowd were chanting. Looking up she
realised that the tapestry had been covering a riddle that was
etched into the ceiling. It was the same riddle that the shadow cat
had told her about:



"Those that find themselves covered in the crest of the
snake,

Great valuables should they be offered to take.

Any who deny them great tragedies will bear,

As surely as the lock from their head of golden hair."



The king raised a trembling finger, saying “Guards, you must seize
this impertinant child!”



But the gorilla guards did not move, as they were intimidated by
the excited crowd, who were all chanting “Prophecy,
prophecy!”



Megan knew she had to sieze her chance.



“Yes, I am the prophecy, look at my golden hair. If you don't help
me terrible things will happen to you all!” she shouted.



The lizard and swan were looking around, unsure what to do next and
the gorilla guards seemed to be stepping back. What on earth would
the king do, thought Megan? Looking up at the ceiling she could
have swore she saw a shadow moving around where the tapestry had
been attached.



"The prophecy cannot lie, child." said the king, now speaking in
sombre tones, "You have been sent here to make a request of me. Ask
it and it is yours."



Naturally Megan didn't know what to ask for and felt quite
uncomfortable with the whole room full of people staring at her.
But the silence was becoming unbearable and she had to strike
whilst the iron was hot.



"Erm, well I think you should treat your people better, and stop
using your guards to boss them all around! If the people are happy
with the way they are treated you will get more out of them!” she
said.



The crowd cheered all at once, even some of the guards were seen to
be clapping.



“Oh, and have more talent contests. And next time don't be mean to
people who sing for you, little monkeys that dance for you!" added
Megan.



The court seemed amazed at this but luckily the king just nodded
sagely. The business with the tapestry had clearly unsettled the
king, and he appeared to view Megan with a mixture of apprehension
and anxiety.



"If it is valuables you want, you may take the pick from the prizes
for this competition." and he beckoned one of the royal chimps. The
large chest Megan had noticed earlier was brought forward.



"There is something I want, but I'm not sure that you could give it
to me." began Megan. "You see I  don't come from around here.
I am lost and I want to get back home, and what's worse I don't
even know how!"



Megan heard some murmuring of sympathy from the crowd, and she
suddenly became aware of how alone she felt. All the friends she
had met were outside the castle, and the Shadow-Cat and the
woodcutter must have been miles and miles away. Now it was down to
just her, with a room full of strangers in a strange land.



The king look confused, and said "I am not sure I can help you with
that. Maybe I can give you something that will help you?"



With a click of his fingers the royal treasure chest was at last
opened, there were gasps from the crowd, as light literally beamed
from inside. Megan drew closer to see that it was full of precious
things; gold coins, rubies and pearls, all kinds of wonderful
things. What a pity Raffles wasn't here to see this, she thought.
He would have the lot!



"Anything you see is yours to take, child." said the king. So odd
that he was trying to do all these things for her. What was this
prophecy all about, she wondered?



A silver goblet or sapphire ring would do little to help Megan's
predicament, she thought. But in amongst all the sparkling things
something oddly familiar caught her eye. To the interest of the
crowd she carefully removed some of the chest's things to see what
it was.



Imagine her surprise as she found herself looking at a laptop
computer! She lifted it from the chest and had a good look at it.
How on earth had it got here?



"Ah … that strange thing." said the king. "It was bequeathed
to me by a previous traveller. I don't know what it is or why he
left it. We don't know what it does, but I am intrigued by the way
it folds out to become some kind of mirror.”



Megan laughed, he was talking about the laptop screen! She fiddled
around with it, and lo and behold she managed to turn it on.
Everyone looked on in amazement as the laptop sounded a little
chime as it booted up.



"I will take this, if that's alright" she said.



The king nodded "If you so desire, it is yours!"



Megan remembered how she had got to this strange land; she had
somehow gone through her computer at home. Could this laptop
provide her with the means to get back? But as she played around
with it she couldn't get it to do anything special. She tried
opening a web browser but of course there was no internet on this
world so she couldn’t connect to anything.



"Does something not please you?" asked the king, "I have offered
you a gift, as was expected of me. Is there anything else I should
know? The contest must go on, after all"



Looks like the king thought she was outstaying her welcome and
surely enough Megan began to become aware that the crowd was
getting restless.



Then she remembered something, the small device that Raffles had
given her; the one she'd taken such an interest in of all his
precious things. She got it from her pocket and plugged it into the
computer.



To her surprise it started flashing, and the web browser she had
open updated to show a web page with the words "Click Me" on it.
Just like the one she saw on the computer at her house. It was all
coming back now; she had clicked the link and the next thing she
knew she was waking up in the woodcutter's cottage.



For some reason Megan had remembered the website address she'd
clicked on to get to this strange land, and surely enough it was
the same one:



www.meganoddadventure.awardspace.com



There was no other alternative. Megan took once last look at her
surroundings then turned and bowed to the king.



She clicked on the words on the screen and instantly the whole room
seemed to blur and ebb and flow. Once again Megan found herself
losing consciousness …



Megan awoke from her sleep, feeling drowsy yet rested at the same
time. She looked over at the alarm clock to see that she would have
to get up for school. It was Monday, not her favourite day of the
week, particularly with a maths lesson first thing.



As she got dressed she heard her mum calling up to her saying that
her breakfast was ready. There seemed to be something unusual about
her bedroom this morning but she couldn't quite put her finger on
what it was. Looking around she saw that everything was there and
nothing seemed to have moved.



As Megan skipped downstairs to eat her food and start another day,
she hadn't noticed the small silver trophy on her bedside
cabinet.



Maybe dreams came true after all?










Thankyou for reading this book. If you enjoyed it, you may
consider downloading other works by the author.





My Brilliant Brains (coming soon)



What do a magical floating plant, a golden ticket and a house full
of cats have in common? All of them are vexing Felipe Nostaramus;
the king's personal sooth-sayer and probably the bestest scientist
who has ever lived. Follow his trials as he struggles to make
people aware of his towering genius.





Jonathan Raftery (c) copyright 2008



email: jfjraftery@hotmail.co.uk

website: meganoddadventure/awardspace.com
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