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During the late 16th century, in an alternative timeline not so different from ours, England was divided into two city states. North England, ruled by Queen Isabel, and South England, ruled by King Anthony II. The capital of South England was Esterwall.




People of the South always enjoy a story
Especially ones with battles and glory
Some were imagined and some were true
But here is one that many knew


 
There was once a pirate so notorious
So vile they called him Victor the Vicious
A merciless killer greedy for gold
He slays and steals from young and old


 
But that is not all he was known for
He found treasure never seen before
Found in a cave while he was exploring
Enough gold to be richer than a king


 
All was too much for his ship to carry
So he took some gold and sailed the sea
Soon his ship was wrecked by stormy weather
All drowned along with the map to his treasure




Chapter 1
Sir Devon’s Findings
The Chamberlain hurried through the vast hallway of Esterwall Palace as fast as his short legs could carry him. Soon he arrived at the chamber hall at the end of the hallway. Muffled sounds of music and laughter came through the chamber hall’s door. The Chamberlain panted outside the door and then turned to a guard.
“I need to speak to the King,” he said.
“Shall I announce you?” the guard said.
“No need. His Majesty won’t hear you anyway, just let me through.”
The guard opened the door and in went the Chamberlain. The King’s party was in full swing. The Chamberlain saw the blindfolded King Anthony II in the distance—a young king almost twenty-eight—trying to catch several women around him. The women laughed and shrieked as they ran away.
Then the Chamberlain walked past the long table, which was laden with fine food and drink. Some of the King’s subjects were at the table. Some were feasting, some cracked jokes, some were quarrelling, others gambling and some had passed out drunk.  
Finally, the Chamberlain made his way to the King and before he knew it, the King grabbed him by the shoulders.
“Ah ha! I got you now,” the King said.
“Your ——” the Chamberlain said.
The King had already cupped his hand over the Chamberlain’s mouth. “Shhh! I think I can guess who you are by a kiss.”
As the King’s face leaned in with puckered lips, the Chamberlain quickly pulled the cloth off the King’s eyes. The eyes shot wide open and the King froze at the sight of the Chamberlain, who then gave a foolish smile. Then the King let go of the Chamberlain as if he was a slimy frog and threw himself backwards, staggering as he did so.
“Chamberlain! You ruined my game. I can have you hanged for this,” the King said.
The Chamberlain dropped to his knees. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I have something important to report.”
“Chamberlain, I am not in the mood to hear anything at the moment. Especially, bad news.”
“But Sire, this is very urgent.”
“I will hear none of it,” said the King as he waved his hand at the Chamberlain. “I am already upset that I can’t go hunting today because of the rain. Now go wait in the corner over there until I call for you.”
The Chamberlain sighed as he followed the order.
“Turn around, Chamberlain. I don’t want to see your hideous face,” the King said from across the room. Then everyone but the Chamberlain roared with laughter.
The next morning, the King woke up in his bed with a terrible headache.
“Morning, Your Majesty,” said his cheerful groom as he came to the bed.
“Oh, I need something for this headache.”
“Right away, Sire.” Then the groom left the room.
Several moments later the Chamberlain and the groom entered the bedchamber. The groom served the King a liquid remedy and then went to prepare the King’s clothes.
“Your Majesty, may I now discuss some very important matters with you?” said the Chamberlain.
“All right, go on then,” said the King, and then he gulped down all the liquid in the cup. He made a grimace at the taste.
“Sire, we are near bankrupt!” cried the Chamberlain.
“Bankrupt?” said the King. “What are you talking about? Only last month you said that I have enough money for the remaining year until the next tax collection.”
“Yes, Sire, but the palace in Oxford has already used up a lot of money and ——”
“You told me that I would have enough money left, did you not?” the King interrupted.
“Yes, but then you asked for it to be extended to 100 more rooms, plus have a golden statue of Your Majesty built in front of the palace.”
“Then why didn’t you stop me?” said the King. “I can have you beheaded for not stopping me.”
“Well, I tried, Sire. But you said that you would behead anyone who tried to stop you.”
“Oh, I said that?”
The Chamberlain nodded with a simpering smile.
“Oh well, just increase the taxes,” said the King.
“But you already have, Sire.”
“Well, then increase them some more,” said the King in a louder voice. “Also, I think I should create some new taxes … let’s see, I want a tax on windows, gardens, horses, cows … Have you got this down?”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” said the Chamberlain as he quickly started to write in his book.
Then the King continued, “Err … oh, a tax on fireplaces.”
“That’s not going to be good for the citizens during the winter, Sire.”
“They’ll be fine. It will only be a few months,” said the King as he stretched his neck.
“Ah Sire, the treasury had advised that it would be helpful if you could cut down on the number of parties that you have been throwing. Perhaps it’s not necessary to have a party every time you killed a deer, or win a bet, or ——”
The Chamberlain had just realised the King was glaring at him. “But of course, they can sort themselves out on that,” he finished with a nervous laugh.
Then the King got out of bed and the groom started to dress him. “Good, that’s settled for now, but I might have to think about conquering a country if we continue to run out of money.”
“Or perhaps you could marry Queen Isabel from North England to avoid war, Sire. War is expensive, and you could avoid killing innocents,” said the Chamberlain.
“How does she look now?” the King asked.
The groom quickly brought in an oil painting of Queen Isabel to the King.
“Ahh! No, no. War it is, then, when my kingdom is dry of money. I may have to discuss this further with the Duke.”
“But Sire, Queen Isabel’s army is not easy to …”
“That’s enough for now, Chamberlain. Now, how do I look?” The King posed in his finest attire.
Later that night, on the other side of the stately castle of Esterwall, the Duke arrived at the east quarter dungeon. He was a tall and lean man, in his early fifties. He had dark brown hair lightly streaked with grey.
“Your Grace,” Sir Devon greeted the Duke. “I apologise to call you at this hour but I have something you must see.”
“I hope it’s good news,” said the Duke as he sat down on a wooden chair.
“A month ago, when I was about to leave Portugal, I came across this,” said Sir Devon, and he produced a gold coin.
The Duke examined the coin. It was half the size of his palm and had markings that he never seen before.
Sir Devon continued, “A fisherman had found several of these coins in his fishing net. So I hired him and several divers to fish out anything they could find within the area that he was fishing. After several days, we found this.”
Sir Devon lifted a tattered chest from the table behind him. Its rusted lock had already been broken. He then opened the chest before the Duke, and inside was more of the same coins and a dark olive glass bottle closed by a cork.
The Duke reached for the transparent glass bottle and held it to his eyes. It was empty.
“Yes, what I really wanted to show you was found in that bottle,” said Sir Devon. Then he handed a map to the Duke. The Duke studied the map for a moment. At first glance, the map was nothing special to him. It was plain, with no titles or headings, only continents and oceans. But then he noticed a dotted line that led to a small paragraph. He read it, and then turned to Sir Devon. “Is this really the map to Victor Harte’s treasure?”
“Yes, I believe it is, because inside the bottle was also this letter from Victor Harte to his wife,” said Sir Devon as he passed the letter to the Duke.
The letter read:
Cecilia

 
I found a cave filled with so much gold. You will not beleive your eyes if you saw it. But on my way back Edward Howard captured my ship and somehow already knows about my gold. Howard has spaired my life so that I can take him back to the cave. The jerney will be long. Many more months until I see you again. At least you will know what happend to me.

 
Victor

 
(Note: Many people were not great spellers back then)
Then he flipped the letter to the back and saw that it had ‘Cecilia Harte’ and her address underneath. “So we have finally found it,” said the Duke. “And your crew knows about this, yes?”
“Not yet. Just me, Your Grace. They are aware that I took the chest, amongst the other treasures found. But they don’t know that there was a map inside.”
“Good. Like I’ve said, this assignment is to be kept secret,” said the Duke. Then he smiled. “I’ve waited years for this. You have done well, Sir Devon. I will award you a piece of land in Howling and, of course, a share in the treasure.”
“Thank you, Your Grace.”




Chapter 2
The Sailor
The Duke’s estate was situated just on the edge of the town centre, a short walk from the palace. A tall stone wall fringed his impressive manor. Two guards and a hound always stood at the front entrance of the wall. The Duke’s manor not only stocked some of his most priced processions, but occasionally he would bring home work that was kept private from the palace.
A young maid stood outside the manor, holding a broomstick. She wore a bonnet that covered most of her dark hair. She was not sweeping but was just staring aimlessly above her.
“Matilda,” called a voice. “Matilda.”
“Matilda Burley!” cried the woman. It was Miss Abbott, the Duke’s housekeeper who had just stepped out of the manor’s door. She was a chubby woman in her fifties.
“Yes, Miss Abbott,” said Matilda.
“Why are you just standing there all draft when I told you to sweep the porch?” said Miss Abbott.
“I’m sorry, Miss Abbott,” said Matilda as she started to sweep.
“If I see you off in your daydreams again, I’ll get rid of you.”
“It won’t happen again,” Matilda said.
“And when you’re done with that I want you to go to the market and get me a fresh, plump chicken,” Miss Abbott said. “The delivery man is sick again, and I need a chicken now.”
“Yes, Miss Abbott,” Matilda said and took the money from the housekeeper.
A few years before, when King Anthony I ruled, the marketplace was lively with an abundance of goods and services from honest sellers. It was a common place for many friendly faces to gather for a merry chat. After the new king took the throne, it was still bustling. That is, beggars were on almost every street. A dense crowd was a hotspot for pickpockets. Goods and services had lost their quality because of greedy sellers, and now many spent more time arguing with their customers than selling.
Matilda held her money tight as she walked through the marketplace. She had already had it stolen by a pickpocket before and had missed out on a week’s pay because of it. She strode to Mr Paddington’s butcher stand.
“Could I please have a fresh, plump chicken?” she said at the counter.
“All right, just a moment,” said Mr Paddington as he went to get a featherless chicken.
Matilda turned around and noticed two men watching her. They quickly averted their eyes when they realised that she noticed them. Their clothes were untidy and their beards untamed. She remembered them from yesterday, when they followed her home.
Feeling nervous, Matilda turned back to see where Mr Paddington was up to with her order. “There you go, a whole plump chicken. That will be five pence.”
“Five? It was three pence only last week,” said Matilda.
“Aye, taxes have gone up, and five is the cheapest around here. You’re not going to get anything better.”
“Fine,” said Matilda as she fished for another two pence from her pocket and added it to the rest of the money that Miss Abbott had given her.
Matilda worked in the Duke’s household every day, from sunrise to late evening. She did not live in the estate like Miss Abbott. Every night Matilda walked to her house located on the outskirts of town, where several small houses were scattered along a road.
When she arrived home that evening, she saw her grandfather sitting at the table with a letter in front of him. Grandfather Tom was very old and had a kind face that usually showed a cheerful grin. But when he saw Matilda walked through the door, his eyes were wide with fear.
“Matilda, Matilda …” said Grandfather Tom in a quivering voice.
“What is it, Grandpapa?”
Grandfather Tom held up the letter in his trembling hand. “They got your uncle and Roger.”
“Who got them?” said Matilda and took the letter.
Before she could read a word, Roger’s wife, Martha, a woman of just thirty with blonde hair, hurried downstairs carrying baby Luke.
“Oh Matilda, you’re here. It’s terrible,” said Martha.
“Hold on, I haven’t read the letter,” said Matilda.
Luke began to cry, and Martha soothed him.
The letter read:
Matilda

 
We have Ralph and Roger with us. Come and see us or else expec to just recieve their heads. Come aloan to the wharf and wait at the first pier tonite.

 
At first, Matilda was shocked with fear; the writers sounded like violent crooks. Then she was confused; she was not wealthy and never got into trouble with anyone. So she wondered what they would want from her.
“Do you think they really got uncle and Roger?” asked Matilda.
“Yes, look. This came with the letter,” said Martha as she pointed to two different shoes on the chair. Martha then picked up a lock of hair from inside Roger’s shoe. “It’s his all right.”
Matilda looked inside the other shoe, which she recognised to be Ralph’s, and saw a lock of curly, light-brown hair which she was certain belonged to her uncle.
“Then I must go to them,” said Matilda.
“I’ll come with you,” said Martha.
“That’s right. It’s not safe for you to go alone,” added Grandfather Tom.
Matilda nodded in agreement.
“Here Grandpapa, mind Luke for me,” said Martha.
When Matilda and Martha arrived at the wharf it was dark and a thin cloud loomed over the moon. A few lights came from a ship docked at a pier far from where they were. The air was cold and salty. Their hooded cloaks were all they had to keep them warm.
They started to make their way to the first pier. There were no lights, so it got darker as they approached. They could make out the silhouette of a small ship, docked at the end of the pier.
“I suppose we just wait here,” said Matilda.
“Do they even know we’re here? There’s no sign of anyone around,” said Martha.
“Well, they just said tonight without a specific time,” said Matilda. I wonder how they will know that we have arrived. I don’t suppose they are in one of these ships?”
“Could they be pirates?” Martha said under her breath.
“I don’t know,” said Matilda.
They both held onto each other’s arm to keep warm, and to calm their nerves.
Just then a small light appeared at the other end of the pier. It started to move towards Matilda and Martha. As it approached, they could hear footsteps drawing nearer.
Finally, standing before them was a scruffy man. He held the lamp outwards.
“You Matilda?” he asked in a gruff voice.
“Yes.”
“We said come alone.”
“She is Roger’s wife.”
“Yes, please let me see my husband.”
The man thought for a moment. “All right then. Follow me.”
He led them to the cabin of the small ship.
“I have ’em,” said the man as he stepped inside the cabin, followed by Matilda and Martha. The man’s lamp showed three other men standing about a small wooden table. The room was dank and had an unpleasant smell.
“Why is there two of ‘em?” asked the bushy bearded man. Matilda recognised him and another man as the men from the marketplace.
“The short one’s wife,” said the man, pointing his thumb at Martha.
“Where’s my husband? What have you done to him?” said Martha.
“Nothing, yet,” said the man with a moustache sitting in the middle.
“What do you want?” asked Matilda.
“We want you,” said the man with the moustache, pointing at Matilda, “to do us a job, and when it’s done, you can have your uncle and cousin back.”
“Me?” said Matilda. What could these hard looking men want me to do that they couldn’t do themselves? She thought.
“Don’t worry, it’s very simple,” continued the man with the moustache. “We know you work in the Duke’s house, and we want you to steal something for us.”
“Steal? I have never stolen anything in my life. You got the wrong person.”
“Oh no, we got the right person,” said the man with the moustache. “You know the house well, and the Duke won’t suspect a maid like you. Although we could have used that old hag Abbott, but she wasn’t easy to catch alone and has no family. Now, do we have a deal?”
Then he snapped his fingers.
Two men disappeared out of the cabin and then came back with Ralph and Roger, all tied up.
“Roger!” cried Martha.
“Martha!” Roger cried back.
“What do you want me to steal?” said Matilda.
“We want you to bring back a map. I know the Duke had recently received a chest of gold and in it, there should be a map,” said the man in the moustache, who Matilda now thought was the leader of his group.
“So all I have to do is get you this map, and you will release my uncle and cousin unharmed?” said Matilda.
“That’s right,” said the leader.
“So how would I know if I got the right chest, with the right map inside? The Duke may have many chests and maps in his study, which is where he keeps most of his important things.”
“Well then, you will just have to keep stealing and coming back here until you got the right one,” said the leader.
“At that rate, I’ll get caught eventually if the Duke notices that someone has been stealing his things. I can’t guarantee that I can return to his study that many times,” said Matilda. “The idea is not practical. And then you will have to find someone else to do the job. But it will not be easy because the Duke would have tightened his security by then.”
The leader did not respond, but only peered at Matilda.
“I think she’s right,” said the man with the bushy beard to his leader.
“You need to tell me exactly what kind of map I should be looking for so we won’t be wasting our time,” said Matilda.
The leader drummed his fingers on the table for a moment and then said, “We’d like a private moment.” The men huddled together, except for one who was in charge of watching Ralph and Roger.
Matilda tried to make out what they were whispering to each other. She heard one say, “She’s going to find out anyway just by looking at the map. It has his name written all over it, I’m sure.” And then from another, “You sure there was a map inside?” To which was answered, “Of course there was, I saw it with my own eyes,” followed by, “But it was dark you said.”
Matilda began to suspect that these men may never have seen the map before, which would complicate her job. While watching them she noticed that the leader did not appear as scruffy as the others. His clothes, although not wealthy, were not dirty or ripped. The others looked like those drunken men that she seen outside the tavern.
Finally, they broke out of the huddle and turned to Matilda.
The leader straightened up in his chair. “All right, we don’t plan on letting anybody know what we’re up to because we don’t want anybody tailing after us,” said the leader. “So if you were to tell any soul about what we’re doing, then expect no peace from us, got it?”
“I understand,” said Matilda.
“Good,” said the leader. “Now, the map we’re after belongs to Victor the Vicious.”
“Victor the Vicious?” said Roger.
The men glared at Roger. Roger then gave a weak laugh, “Sorry, carry on.” Matilda heard Ralph whisper to Roger, “So it’s true!”
“So I simply have to make sure that it’s Victor’s map?” asked Matilda.
“Yes,” said the leader.
“And you are sure that there’s such a map in the chest?” she asked again.
“Yes. I work on Sir Devon’s crew, and I know that he and the Duke have been searching for the map for years,” said the leader. “No one knows about this, not even the crew. They still think their job is to find lost treasures from shipwrecks for the King. But I was suspicious about a small chest that we found some weeks ago, so I spied on Sir Devon when he opened the chest and I remember seeing a map, though very briefly because he turned his back towards me. But I was sure that it was Victor’s map because Sir Devon guarded that chest very well and then took it to the palace. So, now are you convinced?”
“Yes,” said Matilda.
By the time Matilda and Martha returned home, it was already past midnight. They explained everything that happened at the wharf to Grandfather Tom.
“Dear Lord, what have I done to deserve this?” Grandfather Tom spoke above him. “Have I not suffered enough when you took my son and daughter away?” Then he buried his face in his hands and started to weep.
“There, there Grandpapa. I’m sure we can get through this,” said Martha as she lightly patted his shoulder.
“That’s right. I just have to get the map, and everything will be fine,” said Matilda.
“It’s not easy,” said Grandfather Tom. “What if you get caught? They’ll throw you in prison, and Ralph and Roger …” he couldn’t bear to continue, but only shut his eyes and shook his head.
“Trust me. I’ve been in the Duke’s study a few times. It’s not difficult to get in,” Matilda lied. She had only been in the Duke’s study once, when he ordered her to get him food, and was expected to leave immediately afterwards, so she had no memory of what the room even looked like. Also, the study was always locked and only the Duke had the key to it.
“But what happens after that?” asked Martha. “I mean, after you have stolen the map. The Duke will know it’s gone and he will want to find out who did it.”
“Yes, it won’t be safe for you to work for the Duke anymore,” said Grandfather Tom.
“Don’t worry. I can make it appear that a group of men had broken in. He will never suspect me.”
There was a moment of silence.
Then Martha said, “I have a feeling that it would be a good idea to leave this town and move to my mother’s. She’s living by herself, and there’s some room for us. I don’t feel like living here anymore after all that has happened. I don’t feel assured with you working for the Duke after this. And those sailors or whatever they are, knowing about us and where we live.”
“That’s right,” said Grandfather Tom. “If the Duke somehow caught hold of them and they revealed you, it would be disastrous.”
“But if I leave right after stealing the map it would only look suspicious,” said Matilda. “Besides, the reason why we moved to this town was to make a living. There’s no work left where your mother is.”
“I have already looked at our family savings and it’s enough to rent a small piece of land there to do some farming. It’s not much, but it will do for now,” said Martha.
Matilda did not know how to respond to this. She felt uncertain about leaving town. Although she did not enjoy her work at the Duke’s home, she was not keen on spending the rest of her life farming in lonely countryside. But her family’s safety was at stake, and she knew it was sensible to put aside her desires for now.
“I guess you’re right, Martha. We’ll leave after we get uncle and Roger back,” she said.
Matilda found it hard to sleep that night. Her mind was occupied with planning how to steal the map. She must first somehow get the keys to the study.




Chapter 3
Stealing the Keys
Matilda woke at the crowing of a rooster. She was always first out of bed in the morning because she had to be at the Duke’s manor before he woke up to make his breakfast. Despite how tired she was from the lack of sleep, she still quickly got dressed and left the house. She stepped onto the main road that led to the town centre. While walking along the road, she heard the sounds of hooves trotting and the rattling of a wagon behind her. So she turned around to see who it was.
It was Mr Dudley, a tradesman who lived in a nearby town. He would come to Esterwall’s city centre several times a week to sell his crops or other miscellaneous goods.
“Good morning, Mr Dudley,” greeted Matilda as she watched him pull the reins to stop his horse next to her.
“Morning, Matilda. Off to work?” he said.
“Yes.”
“I’m heading the same direction. Hop on. I’ll give you a lift.”
Matilda sat in front of the wagon next to Mr Dudley and they rode towards town. She had known Mr Dudley since she was thirteen years old. She and several other children enjoyed listening to stories about his travels and other stories that he had heard.
“Don’t see much of you anymore. Too old for my stories, eh?”
“Oh no, I love your stories. I’m just swamped with work,” said Matilda. “I think about them sometimes, but even then I don’t have much time to do that too. They’re really all I have to take my mind off these tough times.”
“They not working you like a dog, are they?” said Mr Dudley.
Matilda thought about it.
Mr Dudley sighed. “Aye, times have gotten hard for everyone.”
“Mr Dudley, do you remember the story about Victor the Vicious that you told me a long time ago?”
“Aye.”
“Do you think someone has already found the map?” Matilda said.
“I haven’t heard anything new about it.” Then he paused. “But I do know that there are people still searching for it. I remember many years ago, just after Victor disappeared, a fella named Geoffrey Lowe had gathered a few men to go find the treasure, but they never came back. Shipwrecked, most likely. Why are you asking about this all of a sudden?” Mr Dudley said.
“Nothing. I was just thinking about it.”
“Odd thing to be thinking about first thing in the morning,” Mr Dudley said.
“Do you think it’s dangerous out there?” Matilda said.
“Out where?”
“Out there, beyond where we live. Sailing the seas, exploring new worlds … finding treasure,” Matilda said.
“My girl, you asking odd questions today.”
“I’m just curious. You have done so much travelling. Do you ever feel safe? Or is it exciting?”
Mr Dudley laughed. “I don’t think I’ve done as much travelling as you may think. New worlds? New towns more like it, and only their marketplaces at that. Is it safe? Well, I’m no fighter, but I’m still here. But some unlucky ones have been murdered for their goods by pirates and such. Now, would I call that exciting? Ha ha, I think that’s enough excitement for this old bag of bones.”
Then he went on, “As for treasure, I guess that that could be some kind of adventure.”
“Yes, I think so too,” Matilda said.
“Oh, so many men died on their journey for glory, my dear. I wouldn’t want any part of it. And I wouldn’t suggest it to any young lady,” Mr Dudley said and then shot Matilda a side-glance.
Finally, they rode to the edge of the marketplace. Several sellers were already setting up their store or stall.
“Thank you, Mr Dudley. I can walk from here.”
“My pleasure. Good to see you, my dear.”
For the whole day, Matilda collected information about the Duke’s schedule for the week. She did this by keeping an ear out on his conversations with his valet, Maurice, a young man about Matilda’s age. And she knew that the Duke always carried a small bundle of keys with him.
She was sure that he was without his keys when he slept, but the idea of her sneaking into the manor at night and getting his keys from his bedroom was very unlikely. She figured that there was only one other time to act, and that was during his bath time.
The next afternoon, Matilda was in the kitchen scrubbing pots while the Duke was eating his meal in the next room. She could hear him talking to Miss Abbott.
“This chicken tastes a little funny. And smells odd too,” said the Duke.
“Your Grace, this is the best chicken we could buy with the allowance you gave me.”
“I’m sure there are better butchers to buy from. You’re just not bargaining hard enough.”
Just then Maurice walked into the kitchen and took a bucket of boiling water from the fireplace. He was in the process of filling up the Duke’s bathtub. Matilda pretended not to notice and as soon as Maurice had left, she stopped scrubbing. She had to act fast. She could hear the Duke getting up from his seat. She knew that the Duke would be left to bathe alone while Maurice put his dirty clothes in the laundry room and gathered a new set of clothes from the Duke’s bedroom. After that, Maurice would wait in the bathroom for the Duke to finish.
Matilda had earlier made the doors of the Duke’s wardrobe cabinet stuck. The wooden wardrobe has double doors, and sometimes one of them would get stuck when clothes in the cabinet become lodged in the door or the hinge, therefore block it from opening. But this could easily be fixed by opening the door next to the stuck door and reaching inside to dislodge the obstruction.
This time, however, Matilda had made both doors stick to bide herself some time. She had embedded a part of clothing from the inside into the hinges of both doors, and then shut them tight. It would be a while until Maurice could open the doors again, after some fiddling and force.
Miss Abbott then entered the kitchen, carrying a tray of unfinished food.
“Matilda! What did I tell you about buying fresh chicken? You got the Duke a chicken stuffed with god-knows-what inside.”
“I’m sorry. We always bought from Mr Paddington, and it has always been good.”
“That gambling crook! I’ll have a word with him when I see him,” Miss Abbott said.
“Oh no! I forgot to leave a chamber pot in the Duke’s room,” Matilda lied.
“Then what are you standing there for? Go on.”
Matilda left the kitchen and made her way to the stairs. She heard someone walking towards the stair case above. She thought it must be Maurice. Then she hid in the drawing room just next to the stairs. When she heard him reach the bottom of the stairs, she peeked out from the entrance of the drawing room. She saw Maurice carrying a bundle of clothes, heading towards the laundry room.
Matilda climbed up the stairs then headed to the bathroom. She placed her ear against the door and listened. She heard nothing. With utmost care, she turned the doorknob of the bathroom and slightly opened the door. The Duke was in the tub, his back towards her. He had a wet towel over his head and both arms were stretched out on the edges of the tub. He seemed not to be moving and Matilda could only assume that he was resting with his eyes closed, hopefully. She scanned the room and then spotted the keys next to the bucket on a small table not far from the door.
Matilda thought everything looked safe enough and so started to move into the room. She left the door ajar behind her and sneaked over to the table. One by one, she took each step slowly, placing her feet gently on the floor.
KREEEN! The floorboard creaked right after her last step. And she froze.
“Maurice?” said the Duke.
Matilda uttered a yes in a deep voice above her beating chest.
“Bring me the soap. You forgot it,” said the Duke.
Matilda frantically searched for the soap, but she could not see it. Then she stepped over to the small table where the keys were, and with a closer look she saw the soap sitting behind the bucket.
She grabbed the soap and then got closer to the Duke. While she stood behind him, she held out the soap close to his face. The Duke saw the soap, took it and then started to bathe. Matilda hurried over to the table, then placed her whole hand over the keys. She clutched it slowly to minimize the rattling, her other hand reaching into her pocket to pull out a lump of clay. There were four keys and she impressed each of them into the clay. She then put the clay back into her pocket.
Matilda carefully placed the keys back on the table and went to the door. She stepped out and shut it behind her with minimal noise. Finally, she reached the bottom of the stairs, then breathed a sigh of relief.
Not long after, Matilda saw Martha arrived at the entrance of the gates just as expected. When Matilda approached the gates, she saw Martha talking to the guards.
“Yes, I need to give this to her. She forgot it today and will need it,” said Martha, holding a small medicine bottle to the guard. “Oh look, here she comes.”
“Sorry. I needed this to help me get through the day. I’m a bit under the weather,” Matilda told the guard.
“All right,” he said.
Matilda faced Martha with her back to the guards, then she took the bottle from Martha and slid it into her pocket and pulled out the clay. She then handed it to Martha. Understanding glances passed between them. Martha’s job was to get the keys made because the locksmith would be closed by the time Matilda finished work.
Matilda returned to the kitchen, thinking about the next part of the plan. All that was left was to sneak into the study room to get the map. Once that was done, then everything should return to normal.




Chapter 4
The Study
The following day Matilda knew that the Duke was due to be in the castle later that evening, leaving her some time to go into his study. She had not seen the Duke much during the day. He spent the majority of his time in the study and then finally left after dinner. With only one hour left before she had to leave, Matilda quickly cleaned all the dirty dishes and swept the kitchen floor.
Her next task was to light the fireplace downstairs and check that it was safe for the night. At this time the manor was quite empty, with just Matilda and Miss Abbott left to manage the house. The Duke usually took Maurice with him to the palace to tend to his every need. And of course, the guards were always positioned at the gates.
After Matilda had lit the fire, she went to check Miss Abbott. Miss Abbott was eating her supper in the kitchen, something which Matilda had skipped on purpose to finish all her chores early. Now, she thought, was a safe time to go into the study. She lit a candle, climbed the stairs and then walked to the study door. She took out the keys that the locksmith had made for Martha. It did not take her long to try each key to see which one fitted the keyhole.
She stepped in, and the small candle shed a feeble light into the study. Matilda moved the candle around to scan the room. There was a desk near the wall and near the only window of the room. Bookshelves and tall cabinets were sacked against two walls, leaving one wall for a picture frame.
She wondered where to start searching and then decided to walk over to the desk. The desk was quite neat, with only a bottle of ink with a quill inside it and some paperwork placed on the edge, which she flicked through but nothing caught her attention. Then she walked to the cabinet at the far end of the room. She tried to open it, but it was locked. She tried the keys, and it opened.
Inside there were two shelves at the top with more paperwork on them. Near them was a small embroidered box which Matilda opened; it was filled with small pieces of gold. She closed it, and her eyes cast down at the bottom of the cabinet. And there it was, an old chest decorated with rusty metal. She lifted the lid and saw gold coins and a dark olive glass bottle. Her heart raced. She took out the bottle and examined it. She held the candle closer to the bottle and could see something inside. So she put the candle down and then pulled out two pieces of paper. One of them was a map. She looked at the other piece and could see that it was a letter. Then she read it.
“Yes! This must be Victor’s map,” thought Matilda. She then had another look at the map. A sense of excitement overcame her as she traced the dots on the map.
She folded the papers up and put them inside her dress. She left the cabinet door open and then moved over to the window. From her pocket she took out a small bag of mud mixed with sand, from the wharf. She rubbed some of the mixtures with the bottom of her shoes, using them to make light, incomplete footprints which made her shoe size appear ambiguous from the window to the cabinet, and also a trail of footprints returning from the cabinet to the window. She also made some random prints near the bookshelves and desk. Finally, she took off her shoes and scrapped some of the mixtures onto the window sill and the brick wall outside below the window. Then, with bare feet and shoes in her hand she walked to the door and turned around for one last look at the scene that she created. She considered it to be good enough but was still unsure that it would completely fool the Duke. But it would have to do, and she would be long gone by the time he figured someone from his household had stolen the map.
Matilda hurried down the stairs and then into the laundry room to clean her shoes. She put them back on and went into the kitchen to say goodbye to Miss Abbott. Matilda also told her that she wanted to resign.
“So you tell me this now?” said Miss Abbott.
“Sorry, Miss Abbott. I know it is very short notice but my grandfather is unwell and he wishes to go back to his birthplace before he … he, you know.”
“You’re lucky that I just got a letter from the Duke saying he won’t be back here until tomorrow night. At least I have most of the day to find a replacement. In the meantime, I will write to the Duke’s estate in Epping to have a maid come here.” She paused, looking at Matilda. “You’re not the worst maid I ever had. You’re quick and polite, but your mind can wander. I suggest you get your head out of the clouds and face reality. You are where you are, you know. Dreaming about something else will only disappoint you eventually.” She paused again. “All right, you can go now.”
“Thank you, Miss Abbott.”




Chapter 5
The Journey
When Matilda arrived home, she found Grandfather Tom and Martha sitting at the table. They had been waiting for her.
“Matilda, you’re back. Did you get it?” Martha said.
“Yes.”
Grandfather Tom put both hands on Matilda’s shoulder. “I am so glad you are safe. Thank you. Thank you, Matilda.”
“It’s all right, Grandpapa,” Matilda said.
“Then we should go now,” Martha said.
“Can I eat first? I haven’t eaten anything since lunch because I skipped dinner. I’d like to have some strength before we go.”
“Oh yes, of course. I’ll make you something,” Martha said.
“Thank you, Martha. I’ll go upstairs and wash up,” Matilda said.
About half an hour later, Martha had laid out some food on the table.
“Matilda, food is ready,” she called.
“Yes, coming,” replied Matilda from upstairs.
A moment later a cry from Luke could be heard upstairs. Martha went up to get him. She spent some time soothing him and getting him to sleep again. When she came downstairs she saw the food at the table still untouched.
“Grandpapa, didn’t Matilda come down?”
Grandfather Tom turned around from where he was sitting near the fireplace across the room. He seemed to have just come out of his thoughts.
“Hmm? Oh, no I don’t think she has been down.”
“Matilda!” called Martha.
“Yes, coming.” Then Matilda appeared. “Sorry. Was lost in my thoughts.”
When Matilda and Martha arrived at the wharf, the night was very much like it had been the last time they came. They walked to the first pier and knocked on the ship. There was silence for a moment, and when Matilda was about to knock for the second time, she heard footsteps.
“Who’s there?”
“Matilda.”
“Have you got it?”
“Yes.”
“Follow me.”
Eventually, they found themselves in the cabin, in front of the leader. He was sitting at the table with two men standing beside him.
“So, it took you three days,” started the leader. “Not bad. I haven’t got the wrong person.”
“Where are my uncle and cousin?”
“Don’t worry. We have been treating them well,” said the leader and then he turned to one of his men. “Bring them out.” Soon Ralph and Roger appeared in the cabin. It was clear that they had not been eating and sleeping well.
“Where’s the map?” asked the leader.
Matilda laid the map on the table in front of him.
He studied it for a moment while his men leaned in to have a look.
“And you sure that this is the right one?” the leader said, flipping the map from back to front.
“It came from an old chest of gold coins with unusual markings. There was also a letter addressed to Victor’s wife from himself, in which he mentioned a cave of gold.”
Matilda handed the leader the letter. “It made no mention of the map, but I think we can assume that this is the right map.”
The leader quickly read the letter with his men.
“All right lads, I say we got ourselves a treasure map!” the leader said as he put the letter down on the table.
The other men roared in agreement.
“Oi, keep it down. Remember, we not supposed to be here,” the leader said, making a patting gesture with his hands. Then he turned to Matilda. “All right, Miss Burley. You have done well. And I won’t forget about you when I become the richest man in the country,” he finished with a wink.
“Why, aren’t I lucky? I hope you won’t make me wait forever,” said Matilda with a smile. Only she saw the amusement in what she had just said.
The leader laughed. “I wouldn’t dare to, love.” Then he turned to his men, “Right. Release them.”
Matilda was eyeing the letter on the table. “Will you be keeping the letter?”
“No,” said the leader, pushing the letter towards Matilda, “I won’t be needing it.”
✽✽✽
 
“They only gave us their leftovers. And don’t get me started on the water,” said Ralph as he scooped into the bowl of stew.
They had just come back from the wharf, and Martha and Matilda had cooked a proper meal for Ralph and Roger.
“Can I have some more?” Roger asked Martha.
“Slow down Roger. I don’t want you to choke to death when we finally just got you back. And after all the hard work Matilda went to,” said Martha as she took his bowl to fill it up with more stew.
“Yes, yes. We cannot thank Matilda enough. A toast to Matilda,” said Ralph as he and Roger raised their cups to Matilda.
Grandfather Tom patted Matilda’s hand and beamed at her, an expression she had not seen on him for the last few days.
“How did they manage to capture you?” asked Matilda.
Roger gulped down a piece of bread and said, “We were just in the tavern minding our own business and ——”
“Wait, why were you two at the tavern? Weren’t you supposed to be tending to the crops?” said Martha.
“Well, the crops turned out badly, and Uncle was very upset about it. So he went to the tavern to cheer himself up,” Roger said.
Martha frowned at Roger, “And you just went with him, when you could have helped me. There’s firewood to gather and ——”
“Yeah, yeah Martha, do you want to hear the story, or not?” said Ralph.
So Roger continued. “Sorry, dear. Anyway, err, right, Uncle was at the back of the tavern going for a pee. Then I noticed that he was gone for a while, so I went to look for him. I remember stepping out the back, and then something hit me from behind. Then we woke up in a ship, and I have never been so scared in my life.”
“Well, I never been so surprised in my life,” said Ralph. “What a shocker to know that the story about Victor the Vicious is true. That gold could really do us some good.” Then he sighed. “But instead, it just had to fall into the hands of a bunch of crooks. What a pity,” he added as he scooped the last spoonful.
Matilda was about to say something when Roger cut in. “Why are there packed bags over there?”
“We’re leaving,” said Martha.
“Leaving! Why?” said Ralph.
“Because it is not safe to stay here anymore. Matilda is in danger of the Duke finding out about her stealing the map, and I don’t like the idea of a bunch of crooks knowing too much about us. I have had it with this town anyway,” said Martha.
“But it’s not going to be much better out there. This is the place to be. Everybody’s flocking to here because you can’t survive out there anymore,” said Ralph.
“What about Matilda? She saved you, remember?” said Martha.
“Yes, sorry Matilda. But I’m really speaking for our family’s sake,” said Ralph.
“We know you are. But I’m sure we can make things work,” said Martha.
They were all quiet for some moments.
“Martha is right. We should leave,” said Matilda.
Everyone looked at her.
Then she continued, “Because those sailors will definitely come looking for us.”
“How can you be so sure about that?” asked Ralph.
“Because I gave them a fake map,” said Matilda.
“Fake?” exclaimed Ralph and Roger.
Matilda went on, “It’s only a matter of time before they find out. I have the real one right here.” She quickly went upstairs and returned with the map. Then she laid it on the table for everyone to see.
Ralph banged his fist on the table. “Niece! My wonderful niece! Why, you sneaky little …” he said, wagging his forefinger at Matilda.
Then his eyes widen, “Right. Here’s the plan. Roger and I will go after the treasure. And the rest of you will wait for us at … where were you planning on going?”
“To my mother’s,” said Martha.
“Good. Actually, that’s great,” said Ralph. “People would think we’ll be going back to Papa’s place, but instead you will all be at Martha’s mother’s place. They will never guess.”
“Sounds like a good plan. But would it be dangerous with the pirates and all? Looks like we’ll be crossing some big seas,” said Roger.
“No. Of course, not. They say the sea has gotten safer with most of the pirates being arrested,” said Ralph.
“Really?” said Roger.
“Yes, don’t worry Roger. Now, treat it like an adventure. No one knows we have the map. And you wouldn’t let me go by myself now would you? And miss out on laying your eyes for the first time on those mountains of gold that will take your breath away, eh?” said Ralph.
Matilda for a moment drifted into a daydream of what Ralph had just described and knew that it would be quite a sight to see, and an experience like that was too rare to be missed.
“Of course not,” said Roger.
“Then can I come along?” asked Matilda.
“Matilda, you have done enough for us. And we are grateful for your help. But I think it’s best that you stay back and help Martha,” said Ralph.
Her heart sank. “But I ——”
“No!”
Everyone jumped, and all eyes were on Grandfather Tom.
“No!” Grandfather Tom repeated. “I will not have any of you going,” he said.
“But Papa, why not?” said Ralph.
“I have lost enough. I can’t bear to lose anymore.”
“But Papa, this is a once-in-a-lifetime chance. It’s foolish not to go,” said Ralph.
The old man shook his head with a painful expression.
“Papa, think about the things we can have back again,” said Ralph. “Our vineyard, our house, our land. What about a better upbringing for Luke?”
Roger nodded at this.
“He’s not entirely wrong, Grandpapa. I’m sure they’ll be careful,” added Martha.
“Matilda, you will return that map to the Duke,” said Grandfather Tom. “Explain to him that you were forced to steal it and he will forgive you.”
“Papa, don’t be so simple. How do you know that the Duke will let her go? And give him back the map? Why? So that His Majesty can squander it all while his people are starving? Don’t forget that he’s taken away our land and home. I’m just taking back what’s ours.”
“That’s right!” said Roger.
Grandfather Tom did not respond.
“Well, I’ve made up my mind. I’m going. Sorry,” said Ralph.
Grandfather Tom looked defeated, and they all watched him slowly walk over to the fireplace and sit down in his chair.
“He’ll get over it,” said Ralph quietly amongst them, “once we get back with all that gold.” Then he nudged Roger, “Eh?”
“Right. So when are we going?” said Roger.
“Tomorrow,” said Ralph.
“Tomorrow? That soon?” said Roger.
“Yes. We’re not going to sit around here and wait for people to come after us. We’re kind of on the run here,” said Ralph. “We’re going early in the morning. When are you leaving Martha?”
“Tomorrow at two. There is a stagecoach leaving at that time.”
Later that night, Matilda went downstairs for some water. She was surprised to see Grandfather Tom standing outside the house.
“You’re not sleeping, Grandpapa?” said Matilda as she stepped outside and closed the front door.
“Oh no, Ralph is snoring so I couldn’t sleep.” There were two bedrooms in the house. Martha, Roger and Luke shared one. Grandfather Tom and Ralph shared the other. As for Matilda, she had a bedroom made from a small storeroom.
“Are you all right Grandpapa?”
“Yes, yes. I’m fine.”
“Don’t worry about Uncle. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
Grandfather Tom sighed. “He’s the only one of my children I have left. And now he’s dragging Roger with him. Forty-one years old and he’s still reckless.”
Matilda put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed gently.
Grandfather Tom patted her hand. “But I’m glad you’re safe. You are dear to me. We are blessed to have you.” Then he paused. “I know Francis and Mary felt the same way. They told me that God had answered their prayers when you came to our vineyard.”
Then he chuckled at the memory, “I can still remember finding you asleep under a grape tree. You were so thin and little.”
“I remember walking for days, or it might have been a day or two, but it felt like a long time before I came to the vineyard,” said Matilda.
“Do you still have that necklace? The one you had when we found you?”
“Yes. I’m not allowed to wear jewellery at work. But yes, I always keep it safe.”
“Good. Good,” said Grandfather Tom.
They were quiet for a moment.
“Grandpapa?”
“Yes.”
“I am grateful for everything you and my parents have done for me. I am always devoted to this family.”
Grandfather Tom smiled at Matilda, “I know you are.”
“If I do anything wrong, will you forgive me?” said Matilda.
“Of course, my dear. You are an angel. You never do wrong.”
Matilda dropped her eyes in thought. Then she hugged him before going back inside.
Early the next morning, before the rooster crowed, Ralph and Roger said their goodbyes. Only Martha, Luke and Matilda were there to see them off.
“The old man was still sleeping when I left the room. Probably better this way,” said Ralph.
Roger gave Martha and Luke a kiss.
“You be careful, love,” said Martha.
“I know.”
“And keep an eye on Uncle, you know how he is,” said Martha in a low voice.
“I know.”
“And you be brave, love. I know you panic quite easily,” said Martha.
“No I don’t.”
Then Martha turned to Ralph, “Uncle, you will take care of Roger for me?”
“Yes, yes Martha. He’s good with me. Now, we’d better start going before we draw any attention from the neighbours.”
Then Ralph turned to Matilda, “And you’ll take care of your grandpapa for me?”
“Yes, Uncle Ralph.”
“That’s a good girl,” said Ralph as he patted her shoulder. “All right, let’s go, Roger.”
Martha and Matilda spent the rest of the morning finishing their packing. Matilda wore the necklace that she’d had since she was a baby. It was a blue crystal pendant with a small white pearl hanging at the bottom, and it hung on a silver chain.
“I’m going see Mr Dudley before we leave,” said Matilda.
“All right, we’ll meet you at the stagecoach. Remember, it leaves at two,” Martha said.
At around one o’clock Matilda was in the marketplace looking for Mr Dudley. She spotted him selling turnips at a stall.
“Mr Dudley.”
“Ah, Matilda. Good to see you. You look like you’re going somewhere with that bag.”
“I’ve come here to say goodbye.”
“Goodbye? Where are you going?”
“I’m leaving town with my family. Family matters.”
“Where to?”
“A town north from here.”
“Up north? That’s strange, I thought I saw Mr Ralph and Roger heading south very early in the morning. They seemed to be deep in conversation, so I didn’t say anything. ”
“That can’t have been them. They are still in the tavern, saying goodbyes to their friends,” Matilda lied.
“Oh. Must be my old eyes failing me again.”
Matilda finished the conversation with farewells and then started to make her way to meet Martha at the stagecoach. Eventually, she came to an intersection and stopped. One road led to the north of town, where the stagecoach was waiting for her. The other led to the south of town, where Ralph and Roger were travelling.
Matilda continued to stand at the intersection, deep in thought.
She walked a few steps along the north road, but then a thought made her turn around and she started walking towards the south road. She shook her head and turned back to the north road. But after a few steps, she again stopped. She pulled out an envelope and a piece of paper from her travelling bag. She then unfolded the paper. It was a map. This map was another copy that she had made last night when Grandfather Tom was outside. After their conversation, she had crept into Ralph’s room to borrow the original. She turned around again to face the south road and then gazed at the horizon.
“Are you lost, miss?”
Matilda turned to see that the voice came from a man carrying a large bag, coming towards the intersection.
“You could say,” she replied in a low voice.
“Saw you walking left and right as I was coming,” he said. “Well I’m heading that way,” he said, pointing to the north road. “Where do you need to go?”
✽✽✽
 
It was almost two o’clock. Martha was standing near the stagecoach, waiting for Matilda. Grandfather Tom was inside the coach, with the other passengers, holding Luke.
“Is she not here yet?” asked Grandfather Tom, his head sticking out the window.
“Not yet, Grandpapa. Why is it taking her so long just to say goodbye to Mr Dudley?” said Martha.
“We’re leaving every soon, miss,” said the driver to Martha.
Just then, Martha spotted a man with a large bag on his back walking towards her.
“Excuse me, are you Mrs Martha Hawkins?” he asked.
“Yes, I am.”
“I’ve got a letter for you from a girl I met earlier.”
“Thank you.”
Martha opened the letter and it read:
Dear Martha,

 
I am sorry to say that I have decided to join Uncle and Roger. I know this will disappoint you and Grandpapa, but I have thought about this the whole night. I know with all my heart that I want to go on this trip, and I know I will regret it if I don’t. I am sure that you and Grandpapa will be safe in the countryside without me.

 
Forgive me.
Matilda Burley

 
Martha climbed into the coach.
“What is it, Martha? Where’s Matilda?” asked Grandfather Tom.
Martha didn’t know what to say, so instead handed the letter to Grandfather Tom.
He read the letter. When he had finished, he sat there with tears forming in his eyes.




Chapter 6
The Duke’s Plot
Sir Devon arrived at the Duke’s manor later that night. The Duke led Sir Devon into his study, which he had left just as he had found it when he returned from the palace.
“Someone has broken into my study and stolen the map.”
“What? That’s not possible. How could anyone know that it was here?” said Sir Devon.
“Yes. I thought the same. That’s why I asked you to come. As far as I know, the knowledge of this map was only between you and me,” said the Duke.
The Duke then walked to the window. “They came through the window. Though it puzzles me how they could climb over that wall without being detected.” He looked out the window and saw another two guards standing at the back gate.
Then he turned to Sir Devon. “There’s sand in the footprints. They may have come from the shore.” He then looked at Sir Devon for a moment. “But what’s strange is that they could open this cabinet without breaking in. It seems that they may have had a key to open it.”
“Or they were a very good lock picker,” added Sir Devon.
“Yes, that is possible,” said the Duke, looking troubled.
“Could it be your valet, Your Grace?”
“No, he was with me the entire time.” The Duke walked over to the bookshelf and pulled out a piece of paper hidden between books. Then he went to shut the window and lay the paper down on the table. Sir Devon approached and could see that it was the map.
“Luckily, I made myself a copy. But I am concerned that there are others that know what we’re doing,” said the Duke.
“Forgive me, Your Grace,” said Sir Devon. “I have only just discovered that one of my crew members, Samuel Baker, has left. He has also stolen a small ship of mine. A crew member mentioned how he heard Baker boasting about coming back as a rich man. Come to think of it, it may have been my careless mistake that has caused all of this. Please forgive me, Your Grace.”
“You are forgiven. In that case, we are just dealing with a lowly sailor on a small ship. We will still carry out the original plan. Eventually our ships will catch up to him, and there, he will be arrested.”
“No need. I have already sent some men after him. He can’t have gone too far.”
Sir Devon was right. It did not take long for them to find Samuel Baker’s ship. Samuel and his men were arrested and taken to the palace’s dungeon for questioning. Soon they found themselves with their hands bound, kneeling in front of the Duke. Sir Devon searched Samuel and found a map, which he handed to the Duke.
“How did you know about the map?” the Duke asked Samuel.
Samuel looked at Sir Devon, and it confirmed what the Duke already knew. Sir Devon then bowed in apology to the Duke.
“How did you steal the map from my manor?”
“We didn’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“We got your maid to do it for us.”
The Duke’s eyebrows joined at the centre, “Miss Abbott?”
“No, Matilda.”
“Matilda?” the Duke said.
The Duke reflected on this. “Yes, and now she had left my manor.”
The Duke took a closer look at the map and then turned to Samuel. “I suppose the only crime you’ve committed here is the stealing of a small ship.”
“And stealing a map, Your Grace,” Sir Devon added.
“No, that would be Matilda’s crime,” the Duke said.
Samuel and Sir Devon were confused.
“You haven’t stolen my map,” the Duke said. “This map is false.”
“False?” Samuel said.
“Yes, it is completely different from the original. You have been tricked,” the Duke said.
“Why, that double-crossing … witch!” Samuel said.
The Duke then turned to Sir Devon, “I don’t want anyone else getting hold of that map. If we want to get our treasure with ease, then the less people who know about it, the better. Matilda’s a criminal now, and I want her arrested.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
The Duke gathered many ships for his journey to find the treasure. But before leaving, he met with the King of Spain, the young King Lucas, in secret.
“I am pleased that you have come, Your Majesty,” the Duke said.
“Yes, evening Duke. Now, if this is going to be about your proposal for overthrowing Queen Isabel, then I am sorry. I can’t help you.”
“Oh, do you not wish to see her fall?” the Duke said.
“Ha! What a question. Of course I do! In the last war, she destroyed all of my father’s ships and my father was so grief-stricken that he died in bed. Now my country is totally bankrupt. We can hardly defend ourselves.” King Lucas banged his fist on the table. “I want revenge!”
“I understand your frustration, Majesty. But I can help you invade North England.”
King Lucas raised an eyebrow and then gave a light chuckle.
“Excuse me for being straightforward, Duke, but your King’s army isn’t any better than mine. In fact, it’s probably worse than mine, despite the situation that I’m in. And I hear that your King is, err, how should I say this,” he thought for a moment, “an idiot.”
The Duke smiled. “Yes, he is a fool. And I don’t plan on letting him sit on that throne for long.”
“Oh?” King Lucas said.
The Duke continued, “I am not here tonight on his behalf. I came on my own account. And with your support, I don’t think it will be difficult to sit on that throne myself.”
“Ah. You’re a rebel, my Duke. But I don’t know if I want to risk my army to fight your King. It will put me in bigger debt. And besides, what will I get out of this?”
“Why, your revenge, of course. Have you heard of Victor the Vicious?”
“Yes, and of his lost treasure,” King Lucas said.
“Yes, and I have his map. I only have a few ships and men that I can control. If you help me, you can use the gold to rebuild your army, support me in overthrowing King Anthony and then, when I am king, we will watch that witch fall off her throne.”
King Lucas laughed and clapped his hands. “Yes, I like it. You have my support. I will grant you some of my galleons. I want my gold to come back safely.”
“Good, then it’s settled,” the Duke said. “However, I would like this in black and white. I don’t mean to offend, but you can never be too careful, especially when gold is involved.”
“Of course. I completely understand,” King Lucas said.




Chapter 7
A Companion
Matilda had just passed a sign that read ‘Stamford.’ She had been travelling on her own for the past day and a half. By now it was late afternoon and Matilda decided to stay overnight in Stamford. As she walked towards the town, she saw a gather of people cheering and shouting. From where she stood it appeared to be a small festive event. Curious, Matilda decided to have a look.
So she made her way, with some bounce in her steps, towards the crowd. As she came closer, it became clear to her that it was a wrestling match. She walked past a tree and stood amongst the crowd. Two young men with only their breeches on were wrestling each other. One of them, who was a built like a bull, plunged his opponent onto the ground. Then the crowd cheered and applauded. Several young women next to Matilda screamed, “Isaac! Isaac!”
A middle-aged man next to Matilda shouted, “Yes! That’s my boy!”
“He’s marvellous, dear,” said a middle-aged woman next to him.
Then a young man, who was just as brawny as Isaac, turned to the man and said, “I’m up next, father. Watch me take Isaac down,” and he marched towards to his opponent while some young women near Matilda yelled out his name.
“Oh, I hope Bernard will be careful. Isaac’s arm has only just recovered,” said the woman.
“He’ll be fine, Dorcas,” said the man. “Nothing wrong with a few broken bones. Now Will, are you watching this? Will?”
The man then turned around, “Will!”
Matilda turned around also and saw a young man with wavy brown hair sitting underneath the tree, a quill and paper in his hands. He was much thinner than Isaac and Bernard and was more occupied with his paper than the whole event.
“Will, come and see this. Your brothers are fighting,” said the man.
“That’s all right, father. I’ve seen enough of them fighting at home,” he said, without taking his eyes from the paper.
Will’s father turned back to the match. “I don’t know why I bother bringing him here if he’s not going to try to like the game,” he said to his wife.
“Perhaps he has other interests,” said his wife.
“What other interests? You mean those silly pastimes of his? Painting, poetry and what did he do yesterday? Cooking!”
“He made that dish for us, dear, and it was delicious. He said he learnt the recipe from some travellers.”
“And don’t get me started on the friends he makes. Strange bunch,” said Will’s father.
Matilda felt that she had stayed long enough and turned to head towards town. When she did, she noticed that Will was no longer under the tree.
When Matilda reached the town she learnt that there was only one inn in the whole town, which was called River Bow. So she walked inside the inn and asked the innkeeper for a room.
“Yes, miss. I can get that arranged for you,” the innkeeper said.
“Also, did two men named Ralph and Roger stop by here?” Matilda asked.
“Ah. You’re referring to a tall curly-haired man and a short chubby one?”
“Yes, that’s them.”
“Yes, they did come here yesterday and then left early this morning.”
“I see. Thank you,” Matilda said.
Then the innkeeper’s assistant led Matilda to her room. Matilda was glad that she was not too far behind Ralph and Roger. She knew that they were heading to a coastal town called Portsmouth. She had overheard Ralph telling Roger that he knew someone in Portsmouth who could lend them a ship. Her only problem now was how she was going to get to Portsmouth before they left without her. She then considered riding a horse to catch up with them, but she did not have enough money to buy one. Eventually, she lay in bed, toying with other ideas until she fell asleep.
The next morning, while getting dressed, Matilda suddenly heard a commotion downstairs. She left her room and then crept over to the interior balcony of the first floor. She looked down and saw three officers at the counter. They seemed to be bullying the innkeeper’s assistant. Then finally, the innkeeper appeared out of a room.
“Sorry, sir. Got caught up with the cook. What can I do for you?” the innkeeper said.
The man in the middle spoke, “I am Captain David Fitzalan. Captain of Esterwall’s guards. Have you seen this person, Matilda Burley?” He held up a poster with a sketch of Matilda’s face.
“Well, I can’t really say that I have, captain. Too many people come and go here.”
“Search his books,” Captain David ordered one of his men.
At this moment, Matilda rushed back to her room to grab her belongings. Then she went out and hid in a vacant room near the stairs. After she heard Captain David and his men climb the stairs, she peeped out from the door of the room and saw them barge into a room down the corridor.
Without a moment to lose, Matilda climbed down the stairs. When she reached the bottom, the innkeeper just stared at her in surprise and watched her quickly drop the money on the counter and leave.
Matilda did not stop once when she left the inn. She paced down the road and then came to a halt. Just a few feet away, a man, wearing the same uniform as Captain David’s guards, was walking around asking people if they had seen the person on the poster that he was showing them.
Matilda frantically searched for another road or street. Then she spotted a small street to her left, but before she could start to run for it, a beggar took hold of her arm.
“Oi there! She’s over here,” he called to the guard. Then he took another look at her, “It’s her all right. Oi!”
Matilda kicked him hard in the shins. He immediately let go of her arm and cupped his shin in agony, “Aww! That hurts.” Then Matilda bolted towards the small street to her left.
The guard hurried after Matilda but the beggar stopped him, his arms around the guard.
“What about my money? I found her for you,” the beggar said.
The guard shoved the beggar to the side and continued after Matilda.
“Oi, I just wanted to help!” the beggar said, and then he grinned. He pulled out a small money bag that he had stolen from the guard.
Matilda ran, turning randomly into any street. Every street she turned into, she could hear the guard running not far behind her. “Stop, you! Stop!” he would shout as he ran, but eventually he did not bother anymore because he was getting out of breath. Matilda turned into a street and saw a woman coming out of her house to feed her cats. The door was left open. Without a second thought, Matilda slipped inside the house without being seen by the woman and then hid underneath the front window. Just then the guard appeared on the same street, still running. Matilda waited until she heard the guard pass the house.
When she felt it was safe, Matilda quietly stepped out of the house.
The woman was now playing with her cats and still had not noticed Matilda.
“Excuse me,” Matilda said to the woman.
“Yes?”
“May I buy those clothes you have there on the clothesline?”
“But they’re men’s clothes. They belong to my son.”
“I know. Will this do?” Matilda said as she held out some money to the woman.
Some time later, Matilda stepped out of the house dressed in men’s clothing and wearing a large beret, her long dark hair tucked underneath. The clothes fitted her well, given that she was slightly taller than the average female. She also had a false moustache on for good measure. She thanked the woman and left. The woman stood at the door, baffled, and watched Matilda leave. Then she shook head, “Young people, they read too many books these days,” and then went back into her house.
Matilda walked down the street that she thought she had come from and turned right. The street ended at a wall. Perhaps it was the street on her left, she thought, and so she turned back and entered that street. She passed several houses and then realised the street ended in a court. She had turned into a dozen streets while being chased by the guard and because it all happened so fast, she did not take any notice of where she was going. She was now lost amidst the maze of streets and alleyways. And it did not help that most of the houses looked very similar.
Matilda then decided to turn back to the woman’s house from before to ask for directions. When she was about to turn a corner, someone collided with her. The collision was so rough that she fell to the ground.
“Oh, sorry, my good man,” Matilda heard the person say. It was a voice of a young man.
While collecting herself, Matilda saw a hand being offered to her. She took it, and the young man helped her to her feet.
She recognised the young man to be Will from yesterday; he was carrying a rucksack.
“Sorry. I was in a hurry to ——” Will stopped abruptly when he heard footsteps coming from the street behind him. He dashed behind some barrels nearby and hid.
Standing where she was, Matilda eventually saw who they were. Will’s brothers and father passed by her, and they were all carrying weapons. A greyhound was also with them, and Bernard carried a dead stag on his shoulder. They did not take any notice of Matilda because they were too busy talking about their hunt. But the greyhound seemed to have caught a familiar scent. It left the group and walked into the street where Matilda was, heading towards the barrels. Then it wagged its tail when it found its youngest master.
“Rover!” cried Isaac. “Rover, come here boy!”
The greyhound raced back to Isaac and soon they were out of sight.
“Are they gone?” Will whispered to Matilda.
“Yes.”
“That was close. I saw them coming from that street, so I quickly ran into this one where I bumped into you,” Will said as he got up from his hiding spot.
“Why were you hiding from them?” Matilda asked, in her best imitation of a male voice.
“Because I don’t want them to see me,” Will said as he brushed some dirt off his clothes. “Right, sorry about before. Good day,” Will said and then started to leave.
“Wait. Is there a road to leave this town?” Matilda asked.
“Yes, there is. The main road leads you straight out of town.”
“I got lost here. Could you please show me the way out?” Matilda said.
“All right. Follow me. I also happen to be leaving town too. You’re not from around, are you? Where are you heading to? I might be able to tell you the best road to take from Stamford,” Will said after they turned a corner.
“Portsmouth.”
“What a coincidence. I’m going there too. There is a road that I can show you later that can take you there,” Will said.
There was a brief silence then Will said, “Are you a traveller?”
“You could say that,” Matilda said. “What is there in Portsmouth for you?”
“There’s a ship there taking people to explore new worlds. So I’m going to sign up. I’ve missed the one that left London earlier this year. Hopefully, there’s room left for me on this one.”
“Are you a traveller?” Matilda asked.
“Yes. Well at least starting from today.”
Already Matilda could hear the bustling of people coming from the road ahead, then they stepped out onto the main road. Matilda looked around for any signs of Captain David and his men. Everything seemed safe she thought, especially now that she had a disguise on.
“The gate to leave Stamford is this way,” said Will, and Matilda followed.
Suddenly, Matilda pulled Will to the side and they hid behind a wagon parked next to a fruit stall.
“What’s the matter?” Will asked.
“Your family is coming.”
Will looked over the wagon and there were his brothers and father heading down the road.
Will turned to Matilda, “How did you know they’re my family?”
Matilda did not want to tell him about the event yesterday, so instead, she said, “Their greyhound knew you, so I only guessed. Are you running away from your family? They don’t know you’re leaving, do they?” Matilda asked.
“Yes, so we better make it through that gate as soon as possible.”
They both turned to see that Will’s brothers and father had disappeared into a store.
Matilda then stood up and turned to her side, but Will was not there.
“Hmm. Looks like a criminal is on the run,” Matilda heard Will said.
Matilda turned around and saw Will reading a wanted poster that was plastered on a wall.
She came closer and saw the wanted poster of her. Not wanting Will to study the picture for too long, Matilda pulled him to the side. “We better go before your family comes out again.”
As they approached the gate, Matilda immediately saw some of Captain David’s men standing there watching each person passing through the gate.
Matilda tried to remain calm as she and Will walked past the guards. She was relieved when they were finally outside the town.
“All those guards, just for Matilda Burley. I wonder what she has done,” said Will as soon as they were out of the guards’ sight.
They walked some distance and then stopped at a road.
“Here, this is the road that should lead you to Portsmouth,” Will said.
“Well then, thank you for your help,” said Matilda and then she thought of saying something such as ‘good luck with getting a spot on the ship in Portsmouth’ or ‘have a safe journey.’ But she thought how odd it was to say such things when they are travelling on the same road. Eventually, she abandoned it all after realising that she was taking too long and so finished by saying, “Goodbye.” Then she walked right past him while he stood looking at her, slightly surprised. He seemed to want to say something, and it wasn’t goodbye.
Matilda had walked a short distance when she heard someone cry, “Wait!”
She turned around.
Will caught up with her and then said, “I have an idea. Since we are both travelling to the same place, and how awkward would it be if we travelled with only a few feet between us and not acknowledging each other, we can travel together. It’s not a bad idea to have some company and a helping hand when in need, am I right?”
Matilda didn’t see anything wrong with his suggestion. Still, the idea was new to her, and she hardly knew him. And the fact that she was in disguise would make it inconvenient. But on the other hand, what harm could there be travelling with a male companion who thinks that you are male, she thought.
“Yes, I think it’s an all right idea,” Matilda said.
“Good. I’m Will Sheffield. And your name?”
“Matthew. Matthew Dudley.”
“All right, Matthew it is,” said Will extending his hand.
Matilda then shook his hand. And so they set out onto the road leading to the next town, Balwyn.




Chapter 8
Balwyn
Matilda and Will had walked for almost the whole day. It was just evening when large clouds were gathering, and they had not yet reached Balwyn. They were still in the countryside, with very few houses.
“Looks like it’s going to rain,” Matilda said, looking at the sky.
“We’d better find shelter soon,” Will said.
So they walked on until Will spotted a farm nearby. “Wait here, I’ll ask if we can stop for shelter.”
Moments later Will returned. “We’re in luck. The farmer said that there’s a monastery not far from here that would be happy to help us.”
When they arrived at the monastery, the rain started to pour down. They knocked on the door and a monk answered. The monk told them that all the rooms were occupied by other monks, but he was happy to let them stay for the night in the oratory. Matilda and Will happily agreed to that, after all, there was nowhere else for them to go.
The oratory had five rows of pews facing the altar, with an aisle in the middle. Matilda and Will occupied the last two rows; a pew each. They ate a small dinner, which they had  packed. Matilda borrowed ink and a quill from the monk. Later that night, she sat at in the last row behind Will, who lay in his pew with his head resting on his bag. Then Matilda started to write a letter to Ralph and Roger.
As she wrote, she could hear Will turning from side to side, trying to get comfortable. Some moments later he seemed to have stopped and Matilda heard him let out a sigh, and all was quiet. The room was quite dark, with only a few candles lit.
Matilda was almost done with the letter when Will suddenly sprang up and walked over to the altar. He was looking for something and then returned with a book which Matilda could only guess was a bible.
Will then lay back down and opened the book.
Curious, Matilda asked him, “Is that the Bible you’re reading?”
“Yes,” he replied. “I think reading this will help me fall asleep. Hmm. There is a burnt mark on this. I think someone dropped a candle,” said Will.
“Oh?”
“Yes. In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was something, something of God was hovering over the waters.”
“Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters,” Matilda recited, almost to herself and surprised at what she remembered.
Will got up, “That’s was impressive. Can you recite the whole Bible?”
“Of course, not. Only the first few lines. And with the help of a jingle I made up,” Matilda said.
“Are you from a monastery?” Will asked.
“I was until I was four.”
“Why was that?”
“I was found at the steps of the monastery. They told me my father had died in war and my mother died of starvation, on their steps. So the monastery took me in, and when I was four, the monastery was attacked by bandits. I survived but there was nothing left of the monastery, so I left.”
“And then you found another home?” Will said.
“Yes, I was adopted by a family. During my time at the monastery, I was made to memorise the bible. The nun who looked after me was very strict.”
“Nun?”
Matilda had just realised the mistake she had made.
“Er, yes. You see, because of the war, all the other monasteries with monks were overcrowded with orphan boys. The nuns decided to keep me until there was a monastery available to accept me,” Matilda lied.
“I see.”
“And what about your parents? Won’t they be worried to know that you left without a word?” Matilda asked, trying to change the topic.
“Worried? I don’t think so. Angry more like. I’m expected to stay in the family business and become a blacksmith, which I have no interest in whatsoever.”
Then they carried on talking for some time until they both decided to sleep. Before drifting off, Matilda wondered how the Duke could have found out that it was her. She blamed herself that the contrived evidence she had left in the study was not good enough, but it was all she could have devised under such time constraints. And now she was an outlaw. She had hoped to go on an adventure, without the troubles of being a fugitive. The thought of it gave her pangs of panic. She turned to her side and wondered if she had chosen the right path and if there was anything she could have done differently. Like staying with Grandpapa and missing out on the adventure? Never! She admitted that some of her past actions had been impulsive. But then she shook off all her worries and decided that what’s done is done. She would have to continue this journey in disguise, and she would just have to change her name after finding the treasure and then maybe move to another country. She felt better at the thought and slowly fell asleep.
Matilda woke up the next morning before Will. At first, it took some time for her to recognise her surroundings. As she got up slowly, her beret fell off her head. A sudden awareness that she was still in disguise consumed her. She then quickly turned to Will and was relieved to find that he was still asleep. She quickly fixed her hair and put her beret back on. Her fingers then reached for her moustache, and she made sure that it was in the right position.
Will slowly rose up from his pew and then stretched his arms.
“Morning,” he said with eyes half opened.
“Morning.”
They were about to start packing when a monk came in with two small loaves of bread. They did not expect this and thanked the monk for his kindness. While they sat eating their bread, Matilda heard the sound of hooves stopping at the front of the monastery. She hoped that it was a messenger. She quickly pulled out her letter and raced out of the oratory and towards the entrance of the monastery. But the sight of two horses and their riders dressed in very fine clothes in the distance made her stop. They were clearly not messengers.
“Matilda Burley?” she heard the monk say to them. And with that Matilda quickly hid behind the door.
“Yes, has this person stopped by here?” asked one of the riders. He had a voice of a young man.
“No, this is a monastery of monks. We do not keep women here. And I have never seen this woman,” replied the monk.
“Well then, thank you for your help,” said the young man. And she heard him folding up a piece of paper, most likely her wanted poster.
She heard them leave and she returned back to the oratory. She was baffled by what she had heard. They did not sound like Captain David’s men. In fact, they sounded much more polite. Still, she wondered why they were looking for her. Well, doubt it’s anything good, she thought.
Matilda and Will had just finished packing their bags. Will turned to her, holding the bible and said, “You go first. I’ll just put this back.”
As Matilda approached the entrance of the monastery she saw a messenger who had just arrived on his horse. A monk handed him some letters to be delivered. Matilda took out her letter and walked over to the messenger after the monk turned to leave.
“Could you please deliver this letter for me?” she said.
“Yes. Where to?” the messenger said.
“How many inns are there in Portsmouth?”
“Just one. The Ports Wing.”
Just then Will arrived behind Matilda, but she did not notice him.
“Then could you please deliver this letter to the Ports Wing,” Matilda said.
“To Ralph Burley and Roger Hawkins,” the messenger read.
“Yes. They won’t be there yet. But if you could leave it with the innkeeper to give to them when they arrive, I would be most grateful.”
“Not a problem.”
“Thank you,” said Matilda as she gave him his fee.
The messenger put the letter into his bag and then rode off.
Matilda and Will returned to the road that they had left yesterday. It would take a half day’s walk before they reached Balwyn, unless it rained, which would delay their trip.
“So, you’re expecting people in Portsmouth?” asked Will in a tone of interest.
“Yes.”
“Friends?” Will asked.
“No, family.”
“Ah, I see. Hmm. So if they’re not in Portsmouth yet, does that mean they’re on their way there too?” Will said.
“Yes.”
So he continued, “If they are, then why are you not with them—your family?”
He thought for a bit and then grinned. “Were you left behind? Or do they even know you’re coming?”
“It’s nothing like that. They know I’m coming. They will wait for me at Portsmouth,” Matilda said.
“Portsmouth is far away. Wouldn’t it be better to wait for you at Balwyn or something so that you all can travel together? Quite odd to leave you travelling alone.”
“Well, that’s how it was arranged. They know I am very capable of travelling on my own,” Matilda said. “And if you’re going to keep asking anymore nosy questions, then don’t mind me for not talking.”
“Well if we’re going to travel together then we should get to know each other. You already told me a fair bit about yourself last night.”
Matilda said nothing.
“Looks like it’s going to be a long, quiet trip then.” He chuckled. “I still think they left you behind. It’s unfortunate that we can’t choose our families.”
By mid-afternoon they had arrived at Balwyn, a busy middle-sized town. When they walked into an inn called the White Horse, a woman came to greet them. She was middle-aged and dressed in elegant clothing.
“Can I help you with anything, gentlemen?” she asked with a smile.
“We would like a room for two please,” said Will.
“Certainly,” she replied.
Matilda knew that when two men travel together, they would naturally want to minimise costs by booking one room for two, but she was keen to finally be alone to take off her disguise. Her false moustache itched and the cloth binding her chest was quite uncomfortable after a long period of time. She did not look forward to sleeping another night with her disguise on.
“Excuse me,” Matilda said.
“Yes?” the innkeeper said.
“Did a Ralph and Roger come by here?”
The innkeeper paused for a moment before saying, “Why, yes they did.”
“And when did they leave?”
“May I ask who’s asking?”
“Ralph’s nephew.”
“I see. Well, they left early this morning.”
“Thank you.”
“Ronald,” the innkeeper called.
A little man at the counter came to the innkeeper, “Yes, ma’am.”
“Show these gentlemen to their room,” she said as she handed him the keys that she took from the key rack. “And Ronald, I have an appointment now, so I’m leaving you in charge.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Ronald then turned to Matilda and Will, “Follow me gents.”
Before Ronald led them upstairs he added, “We also have a bathhouse downstairs if you wish to use it.”
“You do? A bath would be wonderful,” said Matilda.
“Let me show you,” Ronald said.
So they followed Ronald through a corridor into another section of the inn.
“That’s for the ladies,” Ronald pointed to a door as they walked right past it.
They finally stopped at another door.
“Come this way,” said Ronald as he opened the door with a sign that said, ‘MEN’.
They stepped inside and followed Ronald around a folding screen. Immediately, Matilda saw six bathtubs, with a man in each one bathing and chatting. She averted her eyes, looking for something else to stare at, but her gaze accidentally fell on two other men who were bathing standing up against the wall, using buckets of water. She averted her eyes again, and one naked man walked right past her.
Ronald turned to them, “It is currently full right now, but there are fresh towels, soap and sponges over there. You will need to fill up the tubs yourself, so everything you need to do that is over there. Do you have any questions?”
They shook their heads.
“Right, I’ll take you to your room now.”
The rest of the afternoon, Matilda and Will were in the marketplace gathering their supplies. Then at one point, they went separately.
As she walked along the stalls, Matilda wondered how she was going to have her bath without being discovered. She then figured that she would have to wait until late at night to have the bathhouse to herself.
“Sir, would you like to try this pear ale? Has a hint of ginger in it,” invited a seller.
Matilda took the cup and started to drink. Suddenly, the seller’s children, who were chasing each other around the stall, ran past Matilda and one of them knocked her elbow. The knock made Matilda spill the ale over her mouth and nose. Instinctively, Matilda tried to wipe the ale with her hand, and she accidentally removed her moustache. Her eyes darted to the seller, who was busy talking to a customer. She then fixed her moustache back on and left the stall, unaware that the two men in fine clothes she had seen that morning were watching her from a distance away.
As Matilda approached the White Horse Inn, Captain David and his men were just coming out of the entrance. Trying to maintain her nerves, Matilda walked right past them and into the inn.
Matilda entered her room, sat on her bed, and pulled out the map from her bag. Wrapped inside the map was also the letter from Victor Harte. She reread it. She was never inclined to discard the letter as she felt that it was personal and should be sent to the addressee.
Matilda studied the map to find out where Ralph and Roger might be heading to next. But what she did not know was that they had not gone very far.




Chapter 9
The Manor
On the edge of town was a manor where a middle-aged couple lived: Gilbert and Katherine Harcourt. It was evening and the Harcourts were in the drawing room. Gilbert, who was tall and thin, was about to leave, and his wife, a lovely looking woman with honey coloured hair, was handing him his cloak.
“When will you be back?” Katherine asked Gilbert.
“Maybe very late so don’t wait up for me. I can try to leave early, but you know how Mr Kingsley can be.”
“Oh, no need, dear. Don’t worry about me. If Mr Kingsley wants to keep you a bit longer then it is just polite to stay,” Katherine said.
“By the way, did you hear some strange sounds coming from the cellar?” Gilbert said.
“Sounds?” Katherine said.
“Yes. I thought last night I heard some voices, though very muffled, and some thumping here and there. Or was I half dreaming.”
“Oh, that must have been Beatrice. I told her that there were some rats down in the cellar. I’ll tell her to take care of them at a better time, not during the night when you are sleeping,” Katherine said.
Then a maid walked into the drawing room.
“Miss Norwood is here to you, Madam,” the maid said.
“Yes, let her in.”
The innkeeper of the White Horse walked in.
“Ah, Rose. Lovely to see you. Sorry, I can’t stay long. My carriage is waiting for me,” Gilbert said.
“I won’t be keeping you,” Rose said.
“Goodbye, dear,” said Katherine.
Katherine and Rose watched Gilbert leave through the front door. As soon as Gilbert was gone, Rose quickly turned to Katherine, “Well, have you checked on them?”
“No, it was not easy to get rid of Gilbert,” Katherine said.
“Well, we’d better go now,” Rose said.
Katherine, Rose and two male servants made their way into the cellar beneath the manor. Tied up and gagged were Ralph and Roger, sitting on the cellar’s floor.
Ralph made some unintelligible sounds through the cloth in his mouth. Katherine made a head gesture to a servant to remove the cloth.
“Who are you? Why are we here?” Ralph said once his mouth was free.
“Hey, I know you,” said Roger. “You’re the innkeeper lady. What do you want with us?”
“We overheard you talking about a certain map from Victor Harte. Is that true?” Katherine said.
A realisation came over Ralph and Roger.
“I told you we should drink inside our room,” Roger whispered to Ralph.
“We don’t know what you are talking about,” Ralph said coolly.
“Search their bags, Miles,” Katherine ordered.
Miles grabbed their bags and laid them on the table, and then he rummaged through them. Eventually he found the map and presented it to Katherine.
Katherine and Rose studied the map. They looked at each other, unsure of what they were seeing.
“Where did you get this map?” Katherine said.
“Well, it’s a map that we bought from some merchant,” Ralph said.
“Yes. Nothing special,” Roger added.
Katherine gave Miles a meaningful look.
Miles pulled out a knife.
“Try the fat one,” Katherine said.
Miles pointed the knife at Roger’s neck.
“All right, all right! We got it from the Duke,” Roger cried.
“The Duke?” Katherine said.
“Yes. So you had better go ask him,” Ralph said.
Katherine took the knife from Miles and held it to Roger’s neck again, “Tell me! What do you know about this map? And it had better reconcile with what you two babbled on about last night.”
“Ah! All right! Easy on the knife. Yes. It’s Victor Harte’s map,” Roger cried again.
“But it doesn’t say anything about Victor Harte on the map,” Rose said.
“That’s true, so it may not even be his,” Ralph lied.
“So you’re telling me that the two of you are following a map that you’re not even sure is genuine or not?” Katherine asked.
“Yes,” Roger cried.
“Do you take me for a fool? Miles! Cut his thumb off!” Katherine said.
“There was a letter!” Ralph cried.
“What letter?” Katherine said.
“There was a letter from Victor Harte to his wife, Cecilia Harte. The letter was found together with the map,” Ralph said.
“And where is this letter?” Katherine said.
“We don’t have it,” Ralph said.
“Then where can I find this letter?” Katherine said.
“We don’t know, and you can kill us and we still won’t know,” said Ralph.
“It could still be with the Duke,” said Roger to Ralph, but then he thought for a moment and mouthed ‘Matilda?’
“Katherine, his nephew is in my inn right now,” said Rose pointing to Ralph.
“Nephew?” Ralph said to Roger.
“I think we can bring him in and see if he has anything useful to say,” Rose said.
“What nephew are you talking about? I only have one and he is here,” Ralph said.
Rose smirked. “He’s lying, Katherine. His nephew specifically asked for them.”
“Miles! Rod!” Katherine called, and they came to her, waiting for new orders. Katherine turned to Rose to let her speak.
“Go to my inn tonight and bring back a male from room twelve,” Rose said to the servants. “He is the shorter one of the two and has a moustache. And don’t forget to bring his bag because we will be searching through it.”
✽✽✽
 
Matilda opened her eyes in the dark. It was past midnight. She crept over to Will’s bed. He appeared to be sleeping, she thought, so she grabbed her bag and left the room quietly. She then made her way to the bathhouse, which by now was empty.
Meanwhile, outside the White Horse Inn the two men in fine clothes had just stopped their horses. In front of them, some distance away, was a wagon drawn by two horses, parked just in front of the inn. One of them was an older man in his early fifties, who turned to his companion, “I still think what we’re about to do is not honourable. Surely we can persuade her into handing us the map.”
“She’s a thief, Sir Laurence,” said the younger man in his early twenties. “There’s no need to handle this honourably. Especially when our country is at stake.”
Sir Laurence gave a light sigh, “I followed her earlier. She’s in room twelve and here is the key.”
They climbed down from their horses and started for the inn, but then the younger man turned to Sir Laurence.
“Sir Laurence, you should stay here,” he said.
“Don’t you want me to come with you?”
“There’s no need. A girl in a room alone can’t be too much trouble. Stay here and watch the horses.” And with that, the young man made his way into the inn.
Back inside room twelve, Will felt someone cover his mouth with a cloth. His eyes opened and saw a man grab hold of him. He managed to get up but was hit from behind by another man and passed out.
“Oi, where’s the other one? We’re supposed to get the shorter one,” Miles said.
“I don’t know. Maybe we should wait for him to come back,” Rod said.
Then they heard someone gently opening the door.
“Shh, hide,” whispered Miles.
A tall, dark figure walked into to the room. Suddenly, Rod jumped from behind the door and knocked the figure on the head with a hard object.
The figure fell to the ground, unconscious.
“There’s the other one,” said Rod. Then he looked closely at the man that he had knocked out. “He doesn’t have a moustache.”
“Maybe one of them recently shaved,” said Miles. “Can you tell which one is shorter?”
“They are about the same I think. Lay them on the floor,” said Rod. “I think that one is a bit shorter.”
And with that, they left the room, carrying Will with them.
Matilda was on her way to her room from the bathhouse when she saw Miles and Rod carrying Will down the stairs in front of her. They had not seen her. She quickly hid at the corner of the corridor and watched them.
When Miles and Rod reached the bottom of the stairs, the innkeeper assistant, a chubby man with white hair, came out from the room behind the counter.
“What are you two doing?” he said.
“We are here by Miss Norwood’s orders.”
“Again? Well, just keep the noise down. You’ll wake up the customers,” he said, and returned to his room.
Meanwhile, outside the inn Sir Laurence was still waiting for his young companion to return. The street was quite dark, with only a few lights from buildings and the clear moon. Sir Laurence stood between the horses, almost unnoticed. Then suddenly two men came out of the inn carrying an unconscious young man. Sir Laurence was startled by this but was relieved that the young man was not his companion. Still, he stood there completely baffled by what was happening in front of him.
He noticed another person spying on the two men through the small opening of the entrance door. The two men had just finished loading the unconscious man into the wagon and had started to climb onto the front of the wagon. Sir Laurence saw the other man emerge from the door and quickly make his way to the rear of the wagon. He realised that it was Matilda, who then climbed on the footboard of the wagon with quick, nimble steps and held on to the handles.
Then the wagon drove off down the road, and Sir Laurence quickly went inside the inn to find his companion.
Eventually, the wagon arrived at the manor. Matilda gently stepped down from footboard and darted behind some hedges nearby.
Katherine and Rose came out of the manor and hurried to the wagon. Matilda was only a few feet away and could hear them talking.
“We got him, madam,” said Miles to Rose.
“Take him to the cellar,” Katherine said.
Miles and Rod opened the rear doors of the wagon and carried Will out.
“Wait,” Rose said.
She held Will’s face and turned it from side to side. “This is not him!”
“Is he not that Burley’s nephew?” asked Katherine.
“Burley?” thought Matilda.
“No,” Rose replied, and then she turned to Miles. “Did I not say get the shorter one, with the moustache?”
She was after me! thought Matilda.
“But neither of them had a moustache, and he was the shorter one of the two,” Miles said.
“What? That can’t be right,” Rose said.
Yes. That can’t be right. Who else was in the room? thought Matilda.
Just then they heard a carriage approaching the manor.
“Oh no, it’s Gilbert!” Katherine said. “And we can’t go to the cellar, Gilbert will see him.” Then she turned to Miles and Rod. “Go through the back and put him in the shed.”
Miles and Rod quickly carried Will around the corner of the manor and disappeared.
“We have to get this sorted quickly. Gilbert is already getting suspicious of those two down in the cellar. What would he think if he finds strange men hidden around the house? Please stay. Once he gets into bed we will sort this out before day breaks.”
“I’m with you, Katherine.”
The carriage stopped, and Katherine and Rose came over to Gilbert, who was getting off. At this moment Matilda quietly left her hiding spot and followed Miles and Rod.
“What are you two doing out so late and what’s that wagon there for?” asked Gilbert.
“Oh, I was just getting Miles and Rod to unload some, er, pots for the garden, very heavy, which I forgot to do earlier,” Katherine lied.
“Well, you had all better come inside. It’s a cold night,” said Gilbert.
Meanwhile, Matilda stood outside the door that led into the manor’s garden. She had just watched Miles and Rod carry Will through that door. The door was unlocked, and she opened it slightly and peered inside. It was dark, but she could see lights coming from a small shed. She quickly went through the door and hid behind some garden bushes, and waited for Miles and Rod to come out of the shed.
Soon enough they came out.
“Lock the back door Rod, and I’ll meet you inside,” Miles said, and then he left for the manor.
Matilda watched Rod come over to lock the garden door, which was not very far from her hiding spot. When he had finished, he quickly went inside the manor.
Now the garden was dark, with the only light coming from the moon. Matilda stealthily went over to the shed. She felt the door and found a latch. She then undid the latch and slowly opened the door. The shed was pitch-black inside.
“Will?” she whispered. “It’s me, Matthew.”
A muffled voice followed. Matilda stepped inside. She left the door open for some moonlight to shine in. She could see his silhouette sitting on the floor and felt for his face. She found the cloth covering his mouth and removed it.
“What’s going on?” he said. “Why am I here?”
“No time for that. We have to get out of here,” Matilda said.
Matilda untied Will and helped him up.
“We can’t leave through the garden door, it’s locked,” said Matilda. “There might be something in here that we could use. Like a ladder or something.”
The shed was small, so soon enough they found a ladder and used it to climb over the garden wall.
They escaped into the woods behind the manor.
“Why aren’t we going back to the inn?” Will asked.
“Because they are expecting us there.”
“What do you mean?”
“The innkeeper was involved in kidnapping you.”
“What? Why?”
“Although I believe it was me that they were after. So I’m sorry that this happened to you,” Matilda said.
“Wait, so they wanted you but they got me instead. Then why … how … how can this happen? Weren’t you in the room?”
“Yes, that is the strangest part. The thing is, I wasn’t in the room at that time, but apparently someone else was in there,” Matilda said.
“That’s the strangest part? Everything about this is strange. And where were you while I was being kidnapped?”
“I was going to the loo,” Matilda lied.
“And why would they want to kidnap you?” Will said.
“I’m not entirely sure. But it may have something to do with my uncle and cousin. And I am certain that they have my uncle and cousin in their cellar.”
“Your uncle and cousin? In a cellar? Why?”
This can’t possibly be about the map, could it? thought Matilda.
“I don’t know, but I think they got into a bit of trouble,” Matilda told Will.
Matilda then dropped her bag on the ground and sat down on it. She was deep in thought for a moment, and then looked up at Will.
“I will stay here. You can go. Sorry about what happened.”
Matilda looked down again, in thought.
“You’re going to get your uncle and cousin out?”
“Yes.”
“It’s not going to be easy doing it alone.” He paused. “I’ll help you.”
Some hope touched Matilda, and she looked up. “You would?”
“Yes. You did help me get out of that shed, although it was meant to be you in there.” He chuckled. “But nonetheless, you did try to save me, and I’m not the kind to leave when a friend’s in trouble.”
Matilda got up, smiling. “Thank you, Will. Come, let’s build a fire. We have to think of a plan.”
“There’s something I don’t understand,” said Will in the middle of their discussion.
“What?”
“Why did all this happen? Are you telling me that you absolutely have no idea why they would kidnap your uncle and cousin? Nothing at all in their history that could have caused this?”
Matilda paused and thought of lying about Ralph and Roger being riddled with debt, but something inside stopped her. She did not feel like lying to the person who was helping her save her uncle and cousin, and who she felt had just become a friend. She knew Ralph would not be happy with letting an outsider into his plan but what did it matter? She, herself, was not part of Ralph’s plan either.
So Matilda explained to Will about the map. But she did not tell him that had she gotten the map from the Duke, instead she said that it was a map her family had found.
“Victor the Vicious, I always wondered if the story was true. This is all very exciting,” said Will after he heard Matilda’s explanation.
Matilda smiled in agreement.
“And it explains a lot about you. You were always so secretive about your journey,” said Will.
Matilda gave a small nervous laugh, knowing that there were more secrets that she had not yet revealed.




Chapter 10
The Rescue
The next morning Matilda climbed a tall, thick tree behind the manor. She sat on a branch that gave her a good view of the house and its grounds. She also held a small branch of leaves to conceal herself.
“I can see a maid,” said Matilda to Will. Will was standing on a branch just below her.
“And she’s leaving the manor,” Matilda said.
Matilda paused for a moment.
“There is another maid. I can see her in the kitchen.”
Matilda then looked higher, to one of the bedroom windows.
“I can see the woman from last night, not the innkeeper, and she’s sitting in her bedroom reading … something.”
Matilda could see that Katherine had suddenly gotten up from her seat, taken the piece of paper from the table and was hiding it behind her back while she faced the bedroom door.
“It’s definitely the map she’s reading. And a man just walked in, Gilbert, I believe,” Matilda said. She watched Gilbert say something to Katherine and then leave the bedroom. Katherine then folded the map, turned to the wardrobe next to her and knelt down. Matilda guessed that Katherine was hiding the map underneath the wardrobe.
“Any sign of the innkeeper?” Will asked.
“No, she might have gone back to the inn. Perhaps to check if I’m still there.”
“So, based on the people in the house so far, I think we can still carry out the plan,” Will said.
“Yes, it is just the maid that we have to deal with, but they should not be too difficult. We must go now. We don’t have much time,” Matilda said.
During that morning, Gilbert had been inside a bookstore in the marketplace. When he stepped outside, making his way towards his carriage, a little boy ran up to him.
“Please sir, my mother collapsed. Can you please help me?”
“Goodness, where is she?” Gilbert said.
“This way.”
The little boy then led Gilbert along an alleyway. By the time Gilbert turned the corner, the little boy had already disappeared.
Matilda then appeared, a cloth wrapped around her mouth, and held a dagger at Gilbert.
“Turn to the wall,” she ordered.
Gilbert turned out around to escape but was blocked by Will, who also had a cloth masking the bottom half of his face.
Gilbert obediently turned, facing his body to the wall and with his hands up. “Please, let’s not get too violent. If it’s money you want, then just take it. I won’t scream.”
Matilda and Will stood behind him. They were looking for something in particular.
Gilbert, who had his eyes shut tight, was waiting for the worst. Then he noticed that they had not done anything yet. “Well gentlemen, my money bag is in the left pocket. I’m in a bit of a hurry you see.”
“Give us your ring,” Matilda said.
“My ring?”
“Now!” Matilda said.
Gilbert quickly pulled the ring off his finger and turned to hand it to Matilda.
“Now turn around,” Will said.
Gilbert returned to facing the wall again. And as soon as he did, Matilda and Will darted out of the alleyway.
As soon as Gilbert heard that they had gone, he turned away from the wall. He felt his left pocket and found that his money bag was still there.
“Anything the matter, master?” asked Gilbert’s coachman when he returned to the carriage.
“Nothing, I just experienced a very unusual robbery.”
“Should we report this?”
“Not now, I’m already late.”
Back at the manor, Katherine was not very pleased with Miles and Rod. She had discovered last night that one of her prisoners was not in the shed. Then her maid came to her with a letter and a ring. She recognised the ring to be her husband’s, and the letter told her to go to a certain place if she wished to get her husband back safely.
Outside the manor, and behind some nearby bushes, Matilda and Will watched Katherine, Miles and Rod ride away in a carriage.
When Matilda and Will were sure that Katherine and her men were gone, they stepped out of their hiding place to begin the next task.
Matilda went to the front door of the manor and knocked.
The maid answered, “Can I help you?”
“Sorry. But I live just down the road there and I am locked out of my house. And my child, who is only two, is inside. Can borrow a ladder so that I can climb in from the back?”
“Oh dear! Yes, you can borrow the ladder. Wait here.”
Matilda moved in closer to the door, “I’ll help you.”
“No, no. You stay right here.”
And the maid shut the door. Then Matilda quickly ran down the front steps and to the hedges where Will stayed hidden.
“What’s the matter?” he asked, not expecting Matilda to be back so soon.
“She won’t let me in,” Matilda said. “Quick, we have to get in from the back.”
So they ran to the back wall of the garden.
Will held out his hands together and Matilda stepped on them and looked over the wall. She saw the maid come out of the manor and then go into the shed, then Matilda quickly climbed over the wall. Once she had landed in the garden, she ran over to the shed and locked it while the maid was still inside. Matilda heard the maid pulling the door handle and yelling to be let out.
With no key to unlock the garden door and the ladder still inside the shed, Matilda let Will inside the manor through the front door.
The manor was very quiet, with no one inside but themselves. They separated and looked for the cellar. Eventually, Matilda found a door that led to another level beneath the house.
“Will, I found it. Fetch me a lamp.”
Will came over with a lamp. As they were about to descend the stairs together, they heard the sound of someone unlocking the back door.
Matilda darted to the windows and peeped through it carefully.
“It’s the other maid!” she said to Will.
“Quick, you go down into the cellar and get them out. I have to get the map upstairs. I think I know where it is,” Matilda said.
And with that, she rushed upstairs. Will quickly climbed down the stairs.
When he got to the bottom, he saw two people tied up, on the floor. They started to make incomprehensible sounds once they saw him.
“I’m here to get you out,” Will told them as he put down the lamp.
Then he started to untie Roger. Once freed, Roger removed the cloth from his mouth. “Who are you?”
“I’m Matthew Dudley’s friend,” Will said as he untied Ralph.
Ralph and Roger exchanged confused looks. Then they grabbed their bags, and all three hurried out of the manor through the front door.
Meanwhile, Matilda was feeling underneath the wardrobe of Katherine’s bedroom. She felt something wooden and polished so she pulled it out; it appeared to be a large jewellery box. She opened it and sure enough, lying on the top was the map. She took the map and then something else caught her eye. It was a letter that began with, “Cecilia …”
Her eyes dropped to the bottom of the letter where it finished with, “Victor.” Then she flipped the letter to the back and found that it was addressed to Cecilia Harte and Matilda recognised the address. Her mind raced. She found more letters, addressed to Cecilia from Victor, inside the box. Some were very unusual letters. They were written in black ink, but on them were also other messages written in brown ink.

Matilda jumped at the sound of women’s voices downstairs. She put the opened box on the floor and then left the room. She came to the balcony above the stairs and looked down. Both maids were coming out of the cellar door below and making their way towards the stairs. Matilda quickly went back into Katherine’s bedroom, opened the bedroom window and threw a chair outside, where it landed on the garden lawn with a loud thump. She heard the maids react to the sound downstairs. With no time to lose, Matilda left the bedroom, and as she approached the stairs, she saw the maids retreat to the back of the manor. Once they were out of sight, Matilda raced down the stairs and then out the front door.
Some time before this, Will had led Ralph and Roger into the forest. Will went to a tree and removed some leaves at the base to reveal a hollow where Matilda’s and Will’s bags were hidden.
“So, explain to me why you saved us and who is this Matthew Dudley?” said Ralph, as he sipped some water from his leather vessel.
“He told me he’s your nephew,” said Will.
“Look, I only have one nephew here, and that’s Roger,” Ralph said, pointing to Roger.
Will was baffled at what he was hearing. “I had the impression that Matthew’s family didn’t care for him, but this is ridiculous.”
“Oh no, the map!” said Roger. “She has it.”
“I have to go back inside,” said Ralph, getting up and starting towards the manor.
“Matthew has gone to get it.”
Ralph stopped in his tracks and then turned around. He peered at Will with suspicion and then marched over to Will, pulled him closer by the shirt and said, “All right, Skinny, how do you know so much about us?”
“Why don’t you ask him?” said Will, pointing somewhere beyond them.
Ralph and Roger turned around and saw Matilda jogging towards them.
Ralph let go of Will. “Come on, Roger, we’re about to find out who this Matthew Dudley is?”
“Yeah, no one is going to know about the map but us,” said Roger, following behind Ralph. “Except Matilda and ——” Roger stopped talking as he approached the young man with the moustache. A realisation overcame him: the young man looked awfully familiar.
Ralph reached him first and immediately pointed two fingers at the young man, saying, “All right! Who are you? And how do you ——”
Roger suddenly ripped the young man’s moustache off.
“Ow!” cried Matilda. Then she quickly covered her mouth and snatched the moustache back from Roger.
Ralph and Roger gaped at Matilda. She tilted her head around Ralph to see if Will was watching, but he was sitting against a tree and was too far away to see anything. Besides, Ralph’s body was covering Matilda. She put her moustache back on.
“Matilda!” Ralph said.
“Shush! He might hear you. He doesn’t know who I am,” said Matilda, gesturing with her head towards Will.
“Matilda, why are you doing this?” said Ralph. “Why aren’t you with Grandpapa?”
“They’re fine. I wanted to go with you, so I left.”
“Oh, Matilda,” Roger said shaking his head, “ever since this map came along, you have changed.”
“No, I haven’t. I’m still the same. I just haven’t had the opportunity to show it.”
“Listen, missy, you get your bag and march right back to Grandpapa,” said Ralph.
“But Uncle Ralph, why can’t I come?” said Matilda. “I deserve to, since I got the map.”
“But it is dangerous!” Ralph said.
“Dangerous? Oh, so it’s not dangerous for you then? Don’t forget, I saved you twice from danger.”
“She’s right you know,” added Roger.
“Why are you dressed like this anyway?” Ralph said.
“I am an outlaw now.”
“Outlaw? So the Duke found out?” asked Roger.
“Yes.”
Ralph thought for a moment and then breathed out a big sigh. “All right, you can come.”
Matilda smiled. “You won’t regret this.”
“All right, don’t get so confident just yet. As I am the oldest, and your uncle, I’m still in charge here.”
“So what are we going to do about him,” said Roger said, gesturing with his head towards Will.
“He’s coming with us,” Matilda said.
“No, no, nope,” Ralph said immediately. “No outsiders!”
“But he knows all about it,” said Matilda. “I agreed to let him come if he helped me save you, and he did, so I must keep my word,” Matilda lied. Well, half lied. Although Will had not explicitly asked to join her, he had expressed great interest in the journey last night, and she knew he would be ecstatic if he were invited to join them. Who wouldn’t be? And she felt that he deserved to come after all the trouble he had gone through, saving Ralph and Roger.
Ralph sighed again and rubbed the back of his head. Then he tilted his head back in thought. “You have the map with you?”
Matilda pulled out the folded map from her pocket and then cheerfully waved it at him. Ralph took it and put it in his pocket. “And I guess you made another copy for yourself?”
Matilda smiled in agreement. Ralph shook his head at Matilda and then walked towards Will. Matilda and Roger followed.
Will saw them approaching him and got up. “So, finished your family talk?”
“Yes, we have,” answered Ralph. “And Mat… Matthew here told me how you helped him save us, and we thank you for that. And we are happy for you to join us on our journey.”
“Really?” Will said.
“Yes, and you will get your share of the treasure. But this journey is strictly secret. I don’t want any more people knowing about this,” Ralph said.
“Yes, sir,” said Will with a huge grin. “And I’m Will,” he said, extending his hand.
“Yep,” uttered Ralph, who rolled his eyes as shook hands with Will. Then he walked past Will towards the road. Will looked at Matilda and smiled with a shrug. Roger then came over and shook Will’s hand, “And I’m Roger.”
“Come on, lads!” they heard Ralph call from a distance.




Chapter 11
To Oxford
Now the four of them were on the road to Oxford. Will was telling Roger how he and Matilda had managed to break into the manor, as they strolled. Walking not far behind them were Matilda and Ralph.
“So now that he’s part of the group, why can’t you tell him that you’re Matilda?” Ralph said in a volume that only Matilda could hear.
“I don’t want him to know that I’m an outlaw,” said Matilda in a low voice.
“But didn’t you tell him that you stole the map from the Duke?”
“No, I told him that Grandpapa found it but is too old to go on this journey. Doesn’t that sound nice and clean?” she said. “Besides, I’ve only known him for about three days, I really don’t know how he would react if he found out that he has been travelling with an outlaw.”
“I suppose you’re right,” Ralph said.
Then he continued, “Matilda, you’re not ashamed of what you did, are you?”
“I don’t know.”
“Matilda, I have told you before. You were pressured to steal the map and then you saw, like you’ve said, an opportunity and went for it. Sure, the map belonged to Victor Harte, but he’s dead now. And who’s to say it belongs to the Duke? I believed that it fell into the right hands. You are not a criminal.”
Matilda sighed. “I don’t know. But I’m not going to focus on that right now.”
They walked on until it was getting dark, and since they were not near any village or town, they decided to make camp. Luckily the sky was clear that night. After they had finished their dinner, or what was left of their little provisions, all four sat around the fire. Matilda sat between Ralph and Will.
“I found something interesting in the manor,” started Matilda. “That woman from the manor, the one named Katherine, she had letters from Victor Harte to his wife hidden in her room.”
“You don’t suppose that Katherine woman is Cecilia Harte?” asked Will.
“Very likely,” said Matilda.
“I bet it is, she wanted that letter so badly, probably to find out more about her husband, or should I say, former husband,” said Ralph.
“She’s a nasty one, and the same goes with her friend, almost cut my throat,” said Roger. “See, you can even see a mark here.”
“If it is her, then she must have changed her name to protect herself. I can only assume that many people were after her to find out about Victor Harte’s treasure,” Matilda said.
“Well, it’s a good thing she doesn’t know much about it. I wouldn’t want those witches getting their hands on my treasure,” said Ralph as he settled himself to sleep.
Roger too started to adjust his bag to rest his head on. “I don’t remember the last time I had a nice soft bed.”
Matilda lay on the ground with her head on her bag and stared at the fire.
“Do you always sleep with your hat on?” Will asked her quietly.
She looked up at Will, who was still sitting next to her. “Yes, it keeps my head warm.”
“Even when you’re inside, like at the inn?” said Will, as he settled himself down.
“Yes, I have a scalp problem, and I’m very conscious about it.”
“Really?” said Will. “Let’s see.”
He reached one hand towards Matilda’s beret, but she caught it in time with both her hands. “I’m not going to laugh, just one look,” said Will as he reached for the beret again. “Stop it!” said Matilda under her breath as she tried to hold onto her beret with one hand and use the other to beat his hand away. There was a hint of amusement in her voice, which only provoked Will not to give up. After another attempt from Will, she managed to pinch him hard on the rib.
“Oww!” he groaned, half in giggles. Matilda sniggered at the sight of him holding his side.
Ralph made a sound as if he was clearing his throat. And then they both settled down again. Matilda made a mental note to buy a wig and then stared up at the starry sky until her eyes were too tired to stay open.
The next morning Matilda and her companions were back on the road. The pace of the journey was quite slow for the next two days because it rained often. Eventually, by the third day, they were not far from a small village called Hamstone.
At one stage, Matilda and Will were walking ahead, chatting away while Ralph explained to Roger about the friend he had in Portsmouth who had agreed to lend them a ship.
“Do you think you will be able to sail there yourself?” said Roger.
“I do have some sailing experience, but don’t worry, Toby will be happy to sail for us I’m sure. No man in his right mind would turn down an offer to join our journey.”
“Uncle! Roger! Look out!” cried Matilda, who was now with Will, off the road. The next moment, Ralph was pulled to the side of the road by Roger. Ralph had only just missed being run over by a fast-moving carriage. It was a luxurious carriage that sped past them; they could hear someone, a male, from the inside crying out, “Faster Lewis! Faster! Whooo!”
“That blasted, loose-headed twit!” yelled Ralph, “he almost killed me! And I do not wish to die before I get to my treasure.”
By nightfall, they arrived at Hamstone. This rural village had one inn, where most of its people, mostly farmers, would gather at night. The group decided to lodge at the inn for the night. Men and women sat at the tables of the tavern area drinking and chatting about their day. The atmosphere was cheerful, and soon a man decided to play a tune on his lute. Sitting near the man was Matilda and Will. They were also enjoying their drink while they waited for Ralph and Roger, who were upstairs.
The man seemed to have some trouble playing a song that he had once heard in Esterwall. Matilda recognised the song he was trying to play as it was a song she loved and knew too well. Will turned to the man, “Sir, I think that bit is supposed to go like this,” and he hummed the correct tune.
“Oh, if you know it so well then, here,” he handed Will the lute, “show us.”
Will was a little taken aback with the sudden attention focused on him by the crowd. He looked at the starring faces and then started to play. The crowd listened, and then they began to clap and cheer at the delightful song. Midway through the song Will slowed down his playing as he had forgotten the next bar. Matilda jumped in to assist him by humming the next bar and soon the memory of the next bar flooded back to Will, and his playing picked up energetically. He started to sing the words to the song and saw Matilda mouthing the words.
“Go on Matthew, sing!” he cried.
Matilda immediately shook her head. She loved to join in but knew it was not a good idea.
“Go on! I know you want to,” coaxed Will and continued singing. Then he let Matilda finish the last few words of the song by leaning in and waiting for her to sing. Soon all the attention was on her. She felt the pressure climbing to her face and then started to sing. As she sang, her audience’s smiley faces turned quizzical, for they did not expect to hear such a feminine voice.
Matilda immediately stopped short on the last few words. There was a brief moment of silence until a man next to her said, “Well, finish the song, get cracking,” he turned to the crowd, “on that voice!” and he let out a roar of laughter, with which the crowd joined in. Matilda, glowing red, gave a sheepish smile.
Just as the laughter died, Ralph and Roger came downstairs. They sat at the table with Matilda and Will.
“Where are we going next?” asked Roger as he received his drink and food from the waiter.
“Err, I don’t remember, here you can check for me,” said Ralph, as he pulled out the map from his inside pocket and started to eat his stew. Then he caught Matilda looking at him in surprise.
“Don’t worry. No one knows what kind of map it is,” Ralph said, then he took a sip from his pint and choked on his drink. “Roger!” He grabbed the map off Roger and blew out the little flame on the top right-hand corner of the map.
Then he gave the map back to Roger.
“Watch it! It was burning in the candle,” said Ralph, as he removed the small table-candle away from Roger.
“Sorry.”
“Actually,” said Ralph, taking the map back, “you can read it later,” and folded the map back into his pocket. “New rules here. Firstly, no reading the map too close to fire. And secondly, not anywhere near food, drinks or water.”
Suddenly, the door of the inn opened and a group of men, ordinarily dressed, walked in. They sat down at a table and became deep in conversation.
Just then a stocky man entered the tavern. He wore an expression of annoyance and made his way to the stool at the counter and ordered a drink. When his drink arrived, the bartender initiated a conversation. Soon the stocky man started to talk loudly.
“Lost my home and land in Oxford so he can have the area to himself,” he said.
“What for?” asked the bartender.
“For his hunting!” cried the man.
Soon, those who sat near him, including Matilda’s table and the group of men earlier, fell quiet. They could hear him rant on.
“The King burned down our houses and evicted us so that he can have the land and forest to himself!” He drank from his mug. “Now I’m here because I have nowhere to go.”
The bartender listened attentively but gave no advice. Then a man with shoulder length hair, from the group earlier, rose up from his table and walked over to the stocky man. He asked him some questions.
“Of course I will! If I can get my hands on him I will!” the stocky man suddenly shouted. “I’ll do anything to get back what was mine.”
Then the shoulder-length-hair man said something in a low voice to the stocky man. The stocky man nodded, and then joined him at his table. Soon, this group of men all made their way upstairs.
“Looks to me they might be cooking up something,” Ralph said as he watched them leave. Then he turned back to his table, “Oh well, it’s not our business. We got more important things to worry about.”
The next day, Matilda and company set out on their way to Somerton. They intended to stop by to stock-up their provisions before heading off to Oxford. As they left the marketplace, Ralph spotted the same luxurious carriage that had almost run him over earlier, parked outside a blacksmith. Two men, who looked like guards, stood nearby the carriage having a chat and a blacksmith was tending to the horses’ shoes.
As the group approached, Ralph remarked, “So we meet again. I wonder what kind of twit rides in that kind of carriage.”
Just then the Chamberlain stepped out of the carriage and gave a bow to someone inside before closing the door. Then the King poked his head out, “And get me something to entertain myself. I’m bored to death sitting in this carriage all day.”
“Yes, Sire,” said the Chamberlain and then hurried off to the marketplace.
As the group walked past, they heard the King said to his coachman, “How long will this take Lewis?”
“Not long, Sire.”
When they were out of the King’s sight, Ralph started to have his own little rant.
“All our taxes wasted on that carriage so that he can sit in there and complain.”
And Ralph continued on like that until they stopped at a river.
Surrounding the river were fields, with a few farmers ploughing away. They then sat at the banks watching some men fishing at the river. Matilda sat down on the grass and took out the letter from Victor Harte. She started to examine the letter. First she used her finger and rubbed the empty blank area, but there was no sign of brown ink handwriting. She even tried licking her finger and then using it to rub the blank area. Nothing appeared.
Finally, she raised the letter up against the sky and could see nothing new appear on the letter. Her companions watched her and asked what she was doing. She then explained to them about the brown ink on Victor Harte’s letters. She also commented that the messages written in black ink were rather mundane, whereas the messages written in brown ink were secretive or important.
They all pondered for a moment, unaware that they were being watched by Sir Laurence and his companion from the river bridge.
“It appears that she’s not alone this time,” said Sir Laurence’s companion. “I much prefer to get her alone; the less people know, the better.”
“Allow me to handle this my way,” said Sir Laurence. His companion nodded.




Chapter 12
Sir Laurence’s Proposal
Matilda and company eventually continued on the road again. Not long after, they arrived at a small town called Brighton, where the villagers were holding a festival. There were street acrobatic performances and music. They were delighted by the mood of the event and so decided to stay for a short while. Ralph, Roger and Will sat at an outdoor table watching a performance while Matilda explored the lanes of stalls.
A stall selling wigs caught Matilda’s attention. She went over to the stall and picked out a wig that she could wear underneath her beret. She paid the seller. After she turned to leave, she immediately saw someone standing in front of her. It was Sir Laurence.
“May we speak with you, Miss Burley?” he said.
Matilda’s insides jumped. She recognised him as the man from the monastery and was surprised that he knew who she was. Instinctively, she turned to her right to run but was blocked by Sir Laurence’s companion. They each had a sword hanging on their belts; they left little room for Matilda to escape.
“Miss Burley, we do not mean any harm, we just want to talk with you, although we can easily harm you right now, or we can leave that to them,” said Sir Laurence, gesturing to his right.
Matilda realised what he meant when she turned her head and saw Captain David and his men walking along the stalls some feet away. Clearly, she did not have much choice. So she followed them to a fortune telling tent. Sir Laurence paid the fortune teller some money to leave them alone for a while.
Inside the tent, Sir Laurence sat down at the table. “Please sit down, Miss Burley.”
Matilda quickly glanced behind her. Sir Laurence’s companion was standing behind them, making sure she did not escape. So she sat down at the table in front of Sir Laurence. She could see him properly for the first time. He was older than Ralph, with tired, dark blue eyes, and a neatly trimmed, full beard that was short.
“We don’t want to hold you for too long, so I will get to the point,” said Sir Laurence. “I am Sir Laurence, the royal secretary of Queen Isabel. And behind you is his Royal Highness, Prince Henry.”
This new information only made Matilda more confused. She was not even sure if she should curtsey.
“Don’t worry, Miss Burley. We just want to offer a proposal to you,” continued Sir Laurence. “We are well aware that you carry with you a map that had belonged to Victor Harte. And we want you to hand it over to us.”
Matilda’s eyebrows pinched at the centre.
“Of course, we are not going to make you do that without hearing why you should first. This map is going to cause a war. Your Duke has already become allied with the Spanish King, and they have agreed to use the gold to build a Spanish army. That will first be used to overthrow your King, and once the Duke is King, they will join forces to invade North England.”
“The Duke has already gone after the treasure?” Matilda finally spoke.
“Yes, he set sail some weeks ago,” answered Sir Laurence.
He must have made a copy of the map, thought Matilda.
“Unfortunately, he discovered our Spanish spy. Otherwise, we could have sailed after his ships and perhaps stopped him. And so we need your map to find out where he is.”  
“How do you know I have the map?”
“Word got to us about a small group of sailors claiming to have the map. So our spy found the sailors in an Esterwall prison and spoke with them. And they mentioned you. We then figured that you were heading south, based on the direction that Captain David was going. And we knew we had to find you before he did.”
“And how did you know it was me through my disguise?”
This time Prince Henry came to sit down next to Sir Laurence. He was tall, with broad shoulders. He had dark cropped hair and a handsome face.
“Luck was on our side that day in the marketplace at Balwyn. We saw your disguise come off, remember?” said Prince Henry.
“So, Miss Burley, we do not desire war and will do anything to avert it,” Sir Laurence said. “I’m sure you understand this. So for the peace of your people and mine, please give us the map.”
“Of course, if you refuse to, we can easily take it off you by force,” added Prince Henry.
Sir Laurence smiled, “But we trust that you will hand it to us to avoid bloodshed. And of course, you will be rewarded for your sacrifice. You are a fugitive here, but you will have a place in North England, where you and your family will be safe. His Highness guarantees this,” and he made a sidewards glance at Prince Henry.
“Yes, your family will be welcomed and well rewarded in my country,” said Prince Henry.
They waited for Matilda’s response.
This could all be entirely made up, but they wouldn’t have to go through all this talk when they could easily just take the map from her, she thought. Of course, she wanted to avert war, but she admitted to feeling a little disappointed that her adventure had come to an early end.
“And you are not after the treasure yourself?” Matilda said.
Sir Laurence smiled at this. “A valid question. We will be frank. The Queen’s military has weakened considerably after the sea invasion from Spain. And our harvest has suffered due to bad weather. Our country is in a dire state and that gold could greatly relieve us. We can assure you that we will not use that gold to create war. Her Majesty’s people have enjoyed over forty years of peace, and she does not wish to maintain an army to invade, but simply to defend that peace.”
Matilda could not think who or which nation deserved the gold. Although she felt that her people were in need of the gold too, it would only be taxed away by King Anthony, who she knew would be happy to waste it on frivolous things and worse, war. The best she could do now was to avert a terrible war and what happened to the gold after that was really outside of her power.
“May I know what you are thinking about?” asked Sir Laurence.
“The people in this country are starving,” Matilda said.
“Yes, unfortunately, your king is ill-suited to rule. Her Majesty knows your people are suffering and has the intention of making England whole again,” said Sir Laurence.
“So there will be a war?” said Matilda.
“There will have to be some sacrifices,” Sir Laurence said. “But if you look at the bigger picture, your people will be better under her Majesty’s rule. Of course, we can together persuade the Queen to find more diplomatic ways to go about it. But right now there is a problem at hand that we must deal with. So, will you give us the map?”
Matilda searched for any other queries to ask, but she found none. “Yes.”
Matilda reached into her bag and pulled out the map. She slid it over to Sir Laurence.
Sir Laurence examined it for a moment and then looked up at Matilda. “Thank you, Miss Burley. You are doing Her Majesty a great deed, and she will hear of it.”
“You are heading to Oxford, I presume?” said Prince Henry.
“Yes,” Matilda said. “Well, we were.”
“Stay here. I will send guards to escort you and your family safely to North England,” said Prince Henry. “And what is the name that you go by with now?”
“Matthew Dudley.”
“Right. I’ll have my guards ask for that name to avoid any suspicion. We are in a hurry. If we are to stop this war, we must go now,” Prince Henry said.
Then they all stood up.
Sir Laurence then came to Matilda, pulling out a small pouch from his pocket. “I hope this can help you while you wait for our guards to come to escort you,” and handed it to her. She felt the pouch and was sure it was full of money. “Thank you.”
Sir Laurence then bowed his head to Matilda. “Miss Burley,” then he left the tent.
Prince Henry said, “Thank you, Miss Burley, for your cooperation,” and he also bowed his head to Matilda. She lowered hers back. The Prince then left the tent.
Matilda left after him. Once outside, they watched her walk back to the other side of the festival. Sir Laurence turned to the Prince, “What did I tell you, Highness? I knew this could be dealt with in a civilised manner.”
Prince Henry smiled at his own defeat, then they made their way to their horses.




Chapter 13
Oxford Palace
“We’d better get going,” said Ralph as he got up from his chair after the last performance. “Where’s Matthew?”
“I saw him go that way,” Will said.
“If you don’t mind fetching him, then we will wait at the main road,” Ralph said.
So Will left to find Matilda while Ralph and Roger made their way to the main road. Ralph had only made a few steps along the road when, dashing towards him, came the King’s carriage, accompanied by the sound of his excited howling.
Ralph quickly stepped out of the way in time.
“Why, that good for nothing …” too angry for words, Ralph kicked a rock from the ground, hard.
The rock shot into a lamp of the carriage and shattered its glass. The sound spooked one of the horses and the carriage went into an uncontrollable swirl and then halted.
Two royal guards jumped off the rear of the carriage. At this point, Ralph and Roger made a run back to the town.
“Stop! Stop in the name of the King!” one guard cried.
The two guards were faster and caught both Ralph and Roger. They were taken to the carriage.
The King poked his head out the window.
“So, which one of you almost killed me?” he asked.
“I did it. It has nothing to do with him,” Ralph said.
“Oh, how noble,” the King said. “Get him in.”
The guards forced Ralph into the carriage and had him sit between them facing the King, who was sitting next to the Chamberlain.
“You are charged with endangering the King, and for that, I will have to think of a punishment for you,” said the King, amused.
“Well, the punishment for that is ——” the Chamberlain said.
“No, no, let’s do something new. Let me think about it. This should kill some time before we get to Oxford.” He gave a laugh. “Carry on Lewis!”
And with that, the carriage rode on, leaving Roger standing there by himself.
“Oh no, this is not good,” he said and turned back to the town to look for Matilda.
Now, during this whole incident, Will had been looking for Matilda. He finally found her sitting on a big log near the stalls. Matilda was contemplating how she was going to tell her companions that their journey has ended.
“There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you,” Will said.
Matilda stood up and looked at him. Do I say goodbye to him, now? she thought.
“Come on, Ralph is waiting for us,” said Will and they started to walk back to the main road.
“What’s the matter?” Will said. “Is there something wrong?”
“I …”
Then she saw Roger running towards her, looking distressed.
“What is it, Roger?” she asked.
After Roger caught his breath, “It’s Uncle Ralph. The King has got him.”
“What?” Matilda said.
Roger explained what happened.
“We just have to go to Oxford now,” Matilda said.
“And then what?” asked Roger.
“I don’t know. We have to see from there,” she said. “I can get us some horses to get to Oxford quicker.”
“Horses? We don’t have money for that!” Roger said.
“I do,” she said, holding up the pouch of money.
“Where did you get that?” Roger said.
“I don’t have time to explain now. We must hurry.” Then she paused for a moment. “No, I think I have to.” She turned to Will. “You won’t be coming with us. The journey ends here.”
“What? Why?” said Will.
“It’s because I gave the map to Prince Henry of North England.”
“What?” Roger and Will said.
“Look, I did it to prevent a war.”
“War?” said Roger.
“Yes, please trust me on this. I wouldn’t have given up the map unless it was for a good reason. But I can’t explain any further. We have to go after Uncle now. And Will, this doesn’t concern you. I don’t want you to get involved.”
“But I want to help. And it’s doesn’t feel right to leave knowing my friends are in trouble.”
Roger patted him once on the back, “Good lad.”
“So what do you say, Matthew? We are heading the same direction anyway, aren’t we?” said Will.
Matilda considered it for a moment, “All right, we had better hurry.”
So they bought three horses and rode to Oxford. They only had one short stop for the horses to rest and replenish themselves at a lake.
It was here that Matilda explained to Roger and Will about the Duke’s plan. Although they were quite disappointed that they would never see the gold first-hand, they were able to sympathise with Matilda’s decision.
As they began to make their way back to their horses, Will turned to Matilda, “How did the Duke get the map?”
Matilda was reluctant to explain this to Will because it would require her to reveal more than she wanted to.
“All right, I lied,” Matilda said. “My grandfather didn’t find it at sea. An injured man hid behind our house one night, and my grandfather took him in. He gave my grandfather the map and asked him to mind it for him, then he left. Later we found out that the man had died from his injuries.”
Then she paused in thought and said, “And Sir Laurence had told me that there was a man that stole the map from the Duke. So I guess the Duke had made a copy of the map before it was stolen. And I didn’t tell you this before because I didn’t trust you yet,” she added.
“I see,” said Will and he mounted his horse and headed for the main road.
When Will was out of earshot, Roger turned to Matilda, “Matilda, why don’t you just tell him the truth?”
“And let him realise that he is helping a criminal?”
“He may not think of you like that. I don’t,” said Roger.
“To be honest, I don’t know what he’s going to think. But I will tell him after this. I don’t feel any good lying to him. But right now I just feel that things are easier this way, for the time being.”
And so, they continued straight to Oxford.
It was late afternoon when the King’s carriage entered the wrought-iron front gates of his Oxford Palace. It was one of his most grand palaces, only second to the palace in Esterwall. Oxford Palace had been built with a modern design for its time that resembled a chateau, and high, thick walls to protect it. As the carriage rode past the completed statue of the King, the King looked out the window and exclaimed, “I love it, Chamberlain. It’s magnificent!”
“Yes, Sire, just like yourself.”
Ralph stared at the statue in disgust.
The Chamberlain was first to dismount from the carriage. As he did, a servant from the castle hurried to him and whispered something in his ear. The Chamberlain suddenly became horrified at what he had heard.
“Your Majesty,” said the Chamberlain when the King has dismounted, “there seems to be a problem with your welcoming party.”
“What do you mean?”
“Owen Foxe has not arrived because he is very ill and cannot perform for the next month.”
“What? No jester?”
“We can arrange to have another jester, Sire.”
“But I specifically asked for Owen Foxe. He is the best in the country.”
“Please Sire, there must be something we can do.”
“I don’t want to think right now. The whole ride here had me feeling a little depressed. And I was hoping that he could cheer me up when I got here.” He sighed. “I’m going to sit down first. Bring the peasant along.”
The King sat on his throne in the throne room; the guards had Ralph stand before the King, between them.
“Now peasant, if you can somehow entertain me then I will let you go. Otherwise, you’re going straight to the scaffold,” the King said.
“Your Majesty, I have already told you. It was an accident. I did not mean to frighten your horse, and I never had any intention of endangering you, Your Majesty.”
“He doesn’t sound very sincere, does he?” the King said to the Chamberlain. The Chamberlain could only smile at this.
“What’s your name, peasant?” asked the King.
“Ralph Burley, your Majesty.”
“Well, Ralph Burley. I don’t believe a word you’ve said. And I don’t want to hear you beg for my forgiveness, either. Like I said earlier, I will spare your life if you can entertain me. One smile or laugh from me will do. Now, go on.”
Ralph could not believe the situation he was in.
“Wait, before you start. Guards! Put the jester hat on him,” the King said.
The guards followed the King’s order.
“Hmm, and the jester jacket,” the King said.
As a guard removed Ralph’s jacket, the map fell out and landed on the floored.
“What’s that?” said the King.
A guard picked up the map from the floor, then handed it to the King.
The King opened the map and studied it. “Hmm, this is a peculiar map. What is it for, peasant?”
“Only a map that I use to explore new land,” said Ralph.
“Ah, an explorer are you?” said the King. “But what does it mean here in very small writing, ‘Follow the tunnel and then right into another opening where you will find it.’ What is ‘it’?”
“Well, I … I don’t know. I bought this map from a merchant, and no one could make any sense of it. I only use it to find my way around the sea,” said Ralph.
The King peered at Ralph, not entirely convinced.
Just then a servant appeared. “Your Majesty, Roger Hawkins and Matthew Dudley, relatives of Ralph Burley, wish to see you.”
“Ah, perhaps they will tell me a more convincing story,” said the King. “Bring them in.”
Then the servant left the throne room. When he arrived at the gates, he motioned a guard to let Roger and Matilda inside.
Before Matilda walked in, she turned to Will. “Stay here, Will. If we don’t come out after some time, you can get help.”
“All right,” he said and watched them walk inside.
Matilda and Roger were led into the throne room; they bowed to the King. They looked in confusion at Ralph’s attire.
“Now, you are relatives of Ralph Burley?” said the King.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” replied Matilda and Roger.
“And what brings you here?”
“We are here to beg you to pardon his charges. What he did was a foolish mistake, but certainly does not deserve death, Your Majesty,” said Matilda.
“I may pardon him if you can tell me something truthfully.”
“Certainly, Sire,” said Matilda.
“How are you related to him?”
“I am his nephew, Sire.”
“Well, your uncle here has this map with him, and I want you to tell me what is it for?”
She thought for a moment and turned to Ralph. She wondered what he had said to the King. Probably something not convincing if the King had to ask her, she thought. But it does not matter. The map does not concern her anymore. And she was certain that the King would not start going after the treasure immediately while the Duke is away. If that was so then the King could not interfere with Sir Laurence’s plan.
“Answer quickly!” cried the King.
“It’s a treasure map, Your Majesty,” said Matilda.
“A treasure map? And how are you sure of that?” asked the King.
“It came with a letter.”
“Show me.”
Matilda took out the letter from her bag and gave it to a guard, and he handed it to the King.
The King’s eyes widened with excitement as he read the letter. “Haha, Chamberlain! We’re in luck! This is Victor Harte’s map. Our money troubles are over.”
“Where did you find this?” asked the King.
Matilda knew that she could not say that she got it from the Duke because then she would be arrested immediately for stealing.
“From a shipwreck,” she said.
The King rolled up the map with the letter inside and held it in his hand. “You have done well. You may all go.”
Ralph was a little hesitant to leave, not wanting to leave the map behind. And he was upset with the King. The King had promised to let Ralph go if Matilda told the truth about the map, which did not mean that he could take it for himself. But Roger pulled him along.
But before they had left the room, a guard ran into the throne room. “Your Majesty, there’s trouble, hundreds of citizens outside the gates.”
“What?” said the King. Then he jumped to his feet and followed the guard, who led him to the hall. Everyone in the throne room followed. As they entered the hall, they could hear shouts from a crowd outside.
The King stood in front of the tall glass doors that led to a balcony. Everyone around the King looked down through the windows of the hall. The sun had just started to set. Outside the gate were hundreds of people chanting, “We want the King! We want the King!” There were men and women and even children, mostly peasants, carrying weapons and torches. They carried pitchforks, pikes, kitchen blades or anything that they could use as makeshift weapons. Forty royal guards stood armed at the gates, on the inside.
“What do they want?” asked the King.
“They want to see their king, Sire. They are angry about the taxes,” said the guard, “and they said hundreds more are marching here.”
“And they sure picked a good time for that,” said the King. “Just when I am away from Esterwall and my military. Barbaric!”
“What shall we do, Sire?” said the Chamberlain.
“Send a message to Esterwall and have Lord Stanley gather an army here,” said the King.
“But Sire, the people have blocked the stables. We are surrounded,” said the guard.
“Drats! Chamberlain, send the message by a pigeon,” said the King and then he gave the map to the Chamberlain. “And put this safely away.”
“Yes, at once, Sire,” said the Chamberlain, then he hurried away.
“Open the doors to the balcony,” the King ordered.
The doors opened and the King stepped out into the balcony of the hall, facing the front gates. The crowd cheered that their king had appeared at their request.
“My people,” he shouted. “Please be calm, I am here now. Tell me, what is it that you want?” Then he turned to the guard. “See if there is someone to speak on their behalf.”
Roger turned to Matilda. “This is not looking good. We had better get out of here quickly.”
The King overheard them. “No one is to leave this palace. The gates will not open without my permission. And I won’t let the three of you go out there to warn them that my reinforcements are coming.”
“Warn them? We’re going to do that. We would like to get out of here safely as much as you, Your Majesty,” said Roger.
The King did not look convinced. “Guards! Lock them away.”
Three royal guards that had been standing at the hall’s entrance came over and took Matilda, Ralph and Roger with them, out of the hall.
Matilda heard one guard talking to the other.
“Where do we put them? There’s no dungeon in this palace.”
“I don’t know. Wait, there’s the Chamberlain. He will know.”
So the guards brought them to the Chamberlain, who was just returning to the hall, and asked where to put their prisoners.
“This is a modern palace. Not some medieval castle,” said the Chamberlain. Then he thought for a moment, “I suppose we could put them in the cellar. No, it’s too large, and there are many things in there. I know. There are some empty rooms upstairs in the east wing. You can lock them in there.”
Eventually, they came to a small hallway of the east wing that consisted of unfurnished rooms. The guards then put them in each one separately.
“You two stay here and keep watch,” Matilda heard one guard say to the others.
Matilda’s room was bare, save for some paintings on the wall. There was one window which she could open. She looked down from the window but the distance to the ground was too great, and guards were patrolling the grounds. At least there’s fresh air, thought Matilda. Her window showed the side of the stone wall, and beyond it were many trees that led to a forest. In fact, a large forest surrounded the back of Oxford Palace.
By this time night had fallen and Matilda had nothing else to do but lie down on the hard floor to sleep.
Meanwhile, a guard had returned to the King and handed him a piece of paper.
“Your Majesty, I found out that their leader is Walter Cooke and on that paper is a list of their demands,” the guard said.
The King began to read the list. “Cut taxes, I don’t think so. Tax the nobles, definitely no. Do not start war with North England, too late. Increase wages, ha! Equal voting rights for  … blah blah blah. I’ve read enough,” then he handed the list to the Chamberlain.
“I’m not a king that they can push over easily. We need to bide our time until the reinforcements are here. And then I’ll have that Walter Cooke hanged along with his rebels!” said the King. Then he turned to the guard, “Tell Walter Cooke that I will need some time to think about their demands.”




Chapter 14
Walter Cooke and the Rebels
For the whole week that had passed, Matilda had spent every day imprisoned in her room. The food portions that came to her were small and got smaller as the days went by. By the end of the week, she would only get one stale loaf of bread each day: half a loaf for breakfast and the other half for dinner. The food supply in the kitchen was running out, and the workers were getting worried.
Outside the palace, the rebels camped at the gates, still waiting to hear the King’s decision.
“Any messages from the pigeon, Chamberlain?” asked the King.
“No, Sire.”
“But it’s been a week! It should not have taken the pigeon that long,” the King said. “Unless it never made it to Esterwall. How trained was that pigeon?”
“Well, the most experienced pigeon here died before we arrived to Oxford, and the one I sent out, well, it was his first mission.”
“Are you saying, Chamberlain, that I am doomed here? And that I must surrender to that barbaric mob outside?” The King groaned, “And we’re running out of food.”
“Sire …”
“No! I will wait. I will not give into those rebels. We will think of something.”
That night Matilda went to sleep hungry again. Her body lay weak on the floor. She wondered how Ralph and Roger were doing in the other rooms. She began to miss her home and wished to see her grandfather and Martha again. She also wondered where Will was during this whole week.
The next morning Matilda woke to the sounds of a commotion coming from outside. She got up and opened the window. Unfortunately, her view was of only the side of the palace, but she knew something was stirring outside the front gates. Several guards below her window were discussing the commotion, then one of the guards ran towards the front gates to investigate the noise.
The crowd outside the gates had woken up early, and they had stopped two deliverymen from entering Oxford palace. Each deliveryman had with him a large wagon, drawn by two horses, of food for the King’s palace-warming party.
“Where do you think you’re going?” said a man armed with a pike to the first deliveryman.
“I … I’m just here to deliver this to the palace,” said the deliveryman.
“What’s going on here?” said the shoulder-length-hair man who just approached them.
“Mr Cooke, they want to deliver the food to the King,” said the man with the pike.
“We should not let them through. I had just asked for news from the guard and he said that the King still wants more time,” Walter said. “The King is taking too long to make a decision. It’s clear that he doesn’t care about what we want.”
“If he doesn’t care for us, then I say we take his food,” said a woman.
“Yeah, we are starving as it is,” said another man.
“Aye,” said Walter. “If starving the King can make him come to a decision faster, then I don’t see why not.” Then he stepped aside for the people to grab whatever they could from the wagons. The deliverymen were helpless against the crowd, and the crowd would not let them leave in case they ran off and reported this to Esterwall palace. The crowd then passed the food around. Many had not eaten in days, and some were excited to eat such fine food that they started to play some music while others danced. Soon it became a merry feast and their spirits were high.
Matilda could hear the change in the tone of the crowd outside. She tried to stretch her body out the window but could not see what was happening. Then she caught sight of someone waving at her from a tree beyond the wall. It was Will. She quickly waved back. He spread out his hands, palms up, with a shrug as if to ask her what had happened.
Matilda, limited by what she could communicate, held out her palm, signalling him to wait. She left the window and then started to pace the room. Then she heard the guard opening the door, and a middle-aged maid walked in to give, again, only half a loaf of stale bread.
“Wait,” said Matilda.
“What?” said the maid.
Matilda pulled out some money from her pouch and then held it out to the maid.
The maid’s eyes widened.
“If you can get me some ink, quill and paper, this can be yours,” said Matilda.
The maid started to reach for the money but stopped. “How do I know you’re not going to do something that will get me into trouble?”
“I’m not. I’m bored to death in here. Just need something to kill time with.”
“I don’t trust you. Sorry.” Then she left.
“Drats!” said Matilda after the door had closed.
Matilda went back to the window and Will was still there on the tree. She pointed to herself and then pretended to write on her palm and then pointed to him, letting him know that she would write to him. Then she gestured for him to leave.
Will nodded that he understood and would come back sometime later. So he climbed down the tree.
In late afternoon the maid returned with another half-loaf for dinner. Matilda stopped her again.
“What is it this time?”
Matilda once again held out the money to her. “Can I please have some wine? I might go insane if I have to stay in this room any longer. Please let me have some wine to ease my mind.”
“Oh, all right. You’re lucky that’s very much all we have here, a cellar full of wine.”
“Thank you. And please give me the darkest one you have.”
Soon the maid returned with a glass of wine, collected her money and then left.
Matilda went over to a portrait of the King on the wall and took it down. She pulled out a dagger from her bag and used it to rip out a segment of the painting. She turned the segment over to the back that was blank. Using the dagger again, she cut out a thin length of wood from the painting’s panel. Then she carved out a sharp point at the end of the wood.
Matilda dipped the sharp end of the wood into the wine and started to write on the segment of paper. The wine left a pale stain on the paper but it would do, she thought. The wood did not hold much wine, which made writing slow because she had to dip it into the wine continuously, so she only wrote in short and brief sentences. Once finished, she allowed the paper to dry.
Once the ink had dried, Matilda wrapped the note around her dagger—the only heavy object she had with her—and then tied a string around it. She then walked to the window and waited for Will to return.
Soon enough, he appeared on the tree. Matilda signalled to him that she would throw the dagger to him. Will prepared himself. Matilda looked down from the window to make sure that no guards were watching then she threw the dagger over the wall. It landed somewhere near Will’s tree. Will climbed down the tree and picked up the dagger, removing the paper and read:
Ralph is fine. I am imprisoned in this room. The King has already gathered reinforcements. If possible, warn the people, to prevent a bloodbath.

 
Will climbed up the tree again and signalled that he had got her message and then left.
Will then made his way to Walter. “I have news from the palace that the King’s reinforcements are on their way here, so tell your people to leave now before it’s too late.”
“And how do you know about this?” Walter asked him.
“My friend is in the palace and passed the message to me. See,” said Will, showing the letter to Walter.
“And how did the King manage to send out the message when we have not seen one person leave the palace?” said Walter.
“I don’t know,” said Will.
“Exactly. It has been a week and no sign of reinforcements. I don’t believe they are coming,” said Walter.
“But it won’t be long until his subjects find out,” said Will.
“That is why I must act fast,” said Walter. Then he climbed up onto a wheelbarrow so that he was in clear view.
“Listen, friends. The King is obviously delaying and will not heed our demands. Not only that, he has tried to gather an army to attack us. But luckily, it seems to have failed. We will now find a way to break into the palace and drag him out.”
The crowd cheered.
That night Walter and several men sat by the fire outside and discussed their next plan. Will stood by and listened.
“Those walls are impossible to get past. We need gunpowder and cannons,” said Walter.
“I know where we can get some,” said a man. “I know a particular person that works in the royal gunpowder mill in London who can help us.”
“Good. I’ll send men with you, Douglas, to gather the gunpowder and cannons,” said Walter to the man.
“Then you should be expecting us in two days with the goods,” said Douglas and then he left.
The next afternoon several carriages arrived before the crowd. They were expecting to attend the King’s scheduled party but the sight of the crowd made them nervous and confused.
“What’s going over there?” said Walter.
“Aristocrats,” said a woman speaking through her missing teeth. “Wanting to go to some party at the palace.”
Walter had a closer look at the carriages. He knew that only the wealthy and nobility rode in those carriages and he hated them. He had always hated the nobles, just as much as he hated his unambitious father. But what he hated the most, above both of them, was being poor. So whenever he looked at a noble or his father, they only reminded him of how poor he was.
Then Walter turned to the crowd, “Who’s sick of nobles telling us what to do?”
The crowd shouted, “We are!”
“They are with the King! They do not care for us!” said Walter.
“Down with the nobles!” the crowd chorused.
“Then go over there and show them how you feel!” shouted Walter.
An angry mob of about thirty people marched over to the carriages, repeatedly chanting, “Down with the nobles!”
Will, who was standing nearby Walter, watched the mob pull the coachmen and footmen off the carriages to be kicked and beaten. Some proceeded to smash carriage windows and doors. Women and children inside the carriages screamed and cried.
Will then made his way to Walter. “What are you doing? Tell them to stop!”
“You stay out of this,” said Walter.
“It’s the King you want. These people are innocent,” said Will.
“Innocent? I don’t know where you’re coming from, boy, but the nobles have done nothing for us but side with the King and treat us like dogs.”
“What good will this do?” said Will. “The King is not going to walk out of the palace right now if you hurt a few nobles.”
“Hurt them?” said Walter. “No, we will kill them.”
“What? Are you mad?” said Will.
“I am making a statement,” said Walter. “I will use their bodies as a statement to the King that we are to be taken seriously. I know he’s sitting in there laughing at us. He thinks we’re having a silly campout outside his palace. But he is wrong.”
Then Walter walked to the mob, “Don’t let them get away. Don’t let them run back to warn the others.”
Will felt helpless at the violence he was witnessing, but he figured that if he could not stop the deaths of these people, he could stop the others that were heading here. So, not wasting any time, he slipped away from the crowd, which was currently busy, and ran along the road towards the town centre. The single road that led to the town centre was surrounded by woods which ended only at the large clearing in the front of the palace.
On his way, Will warned any carriages that he saw about the mob. Some believed him, and some did not. It was an exhausting afternoon for Will, and soon he could not do anymore. Not wanting to turn back to witness any more horror, he returned to the inn where he had been staying, to rest.
Will woke up about two hours later and decided to go back to the palace. When he arrived, he stood some distance away from the crowd. He could see them surrounding two large wagons, then his eyes moved further, towards the palace gates. Dusk was falling, but he could make out two lifeless bodies hanging from the front gates. Disgusted, he decided to go back to the town centre.
The two large wagons that were currently surrounded by the crowd had arrived some moments before. One carried exotic animals and the other had dogs and cats. The King loved entertaining his guests with animals, and the wagons arrived a day late.
The crowd was deciding what to do with them. One man asked for Walter’s advice. So while they were all busy with that, two carriages were travelling towards the palace. They were too far away to be visible from the palace but Will, who had been walking away from the palace, had seen them and started to run to warn them off.
The very last carriage carried Lord Hampton and his guests, whom he had invited to join him for the King’s party. Sitting next to Lord Hampton was Rose, who had her arm linked with his, and across them were Gilbert and Katherine.
“I wonder why we stopped,” said Lord Hampton.
“Looks like someone has stopped the carriage in front of us,” said Rose, looking out from her side of the window.
Miles, who had replaced Lord Hampton’s driver for the night, appeared at the window. “Sorry, Sir, a bit of a hold-up. There seems to be some sort of trouble ahead. Unless you want me to pass —”
“That’s all right,” interrupted Lord Hampton. “We’ll wait and see what happens next. They won’t take long I’m sure.” Then he resumed his conversation with Gilbert.
“Oh,” said Rose in a whisper to Katherine, who sat in front of her. “Look, it’s that boy. The one we captured by mistake.”
Katherine poked her head out the window to get a better look. “This may be my only chance,” she said to Rose. Then she turned to Gilbert, “Dearest, I’m going outside to get some fresh air. I won’t be long.”
“All right,” said Gilbert.
“Me too,” said Rose.
“Oh no, you’re staying here, Rose,” said Lord Hampton. “You said that you were going to tell us how Mr Anson lost all his money in a bet.”
“Well, I …”
“That’s all right. I’ll go alone,” said Katherine, then she turned to Rose. “It’s alright, Rose. I can handle this myself. You keep an eye on them, so they don’t get out or notice anything.”
Katherine alighted from the carriage and then told Miles to follow her.
Will had just finished warning the first carriage. He then stepped back and watched them make a turn.
“Strange, I wonder why they’re turning back?” said Lord Hampton as he watched the carriage ride past.
At this moment, the weary Walter was heading to the town centre. He wanted to go to the tavern for some refreshments and to see if there was any news of other rebels marching to Oxford. As he walked, he noticed Will from a distance.
But Will was not alone. Walter saw a man holding Will from behind with a dagger to his throat. And then Walter watched Will being taken into the forest followed by a woman. Curious about what he just saw, Walter decided to follow them.
Will was taken some distance into the forest until the carriage was out of sight.
Walter hid behind a tree, where he was still within earshot of their conversation.
“I didn’t expect to see you here,” started Katherine. “Let’s make this quick. Where is the map?”
“I don’t have it,” said Will.
“I know it was you and that other boy that broke into my house.”
“You can search me all you like, but it’s not on me.”
“Then where is it?”
“In the palace. But I’m warning you, there’s a mob outside who are waiting to kill anyone coming to the palace.”
“What?”
“It’s a revolt.”
“And where is your friend? And the people released from my house?”
“They are held captive in the palace.”
Katherine was silent in thought. “Do you know about the letter that came with the map? I don’t care about the map. It’s the letter that I want.”
“Because you’re Cecilia Harte,” said Will.
“Katherine!” they heard Gilbert call from a distance.
“Yes. Now hurry up and tell me where it is? It’s mine,” said Katherine.
“Sorry. It’s also in the palace with my friends.”
“Why are they all in there?” asked Katherine in frustration.
“Katherine!” They heard Gilbert again.
Katherine took the dagger from Miles and continued to point it at Will. “Go see what the master wants.”
Miles left them and Katherine held the dagger at Will’s neck.
“You don’t have to point that at me. I’m not going to run away. It’s not like have anything to give you,” said Will.
Katherine lowered her dagger.
“If you just want to know what Victor Harte wrote in the letter, then I can tell you,” said Will. “All the letter said was that Edward Howard seized his ship but spared his life so that he could lead him to the treasure.”
“I still want the letter.”
“Because there might be a hidden message in there that only you know how to reveal,” said Will.
“So, it was you that went through my letters.”
“There’s nothing you can get from me, so I suggest you go back to your carriage and leave. It’s not safe here,” said Will.
Katherine’s eyes lowered. Will noticed that her face had saddened. Then she came out of her thoughts and started for the carriage.
Walter realised the conversation had ended and quickly left to gather a mob to stop Katherine’s carriage from leaving.
“Ahh!” cried Katherine. She had slipped into a puddle and twisted her ankle.
Will came over to Katherine, who was now massaging the injured area.
“Can you walk? I can carry you out of here, it will be quicker,” said Will.
“Don’t touch me!”
Katherine tried to lift herself up, but the pain was so severe that she dropped back onto the ground.
Will’s head suddenly turned at the sound of shouting in the distance that seemed to be drawing nearer. Katherine also heard the sound of the mob.
Will quickly bent down near Katherine to help her up. But before he could do anything, Katherine already held the dagger at his throat. “Carry me out of the forest, now.”
Will’s eyes were wide open at the dagger. He swallowed, “There’s no need for that. I did offer to carry you before.”
“Listen, boy,” said Katherine. “This time I’m forcing you to carry me out because I don’t like to be in debt to anyone, got it?”
“Fair enough,” said Will, then he lifted Katherine into his arms.
By the time they got back on the road, Miles was armed with a crossbow in readiness for the approaching mob. The carriage had already been turned around, ready to drive away.
Gilbert was outside the carriage. He was about to go into the forest to find Katherine but saw her and Will approaching, so he opened the carriage door and Will helped Katherine in. Rose starred at Will in surprise. Miles then jumped back onto the carriage and took the reins.
“Thank you, young man. Quick. You’d better get on too before that mob sees you,” said Gilbert, pointing to the empty seat next to Miles, and then he shut the carriage door.
Once Will got on the carriage, Miles drove off at top speed to the town centre, where they let Will off and then they continued home.
Meanwhile, Walter and the mob had returned to the front of the palace. Some were worried that the carriages that had gotten away would inform the capital, but Walter assured them that they would have the King before any reinforcements could arrive. He had complete confidence that the cannons would arrive tomorrow.




Chapter 15
Crumbling Hope
That very night in London, Douglas and twelve men were waiting for the signal to sneak into the royal gunpowder mill. They were waiting in the bushes just outside the fortress. Behind them were hidden horses and a wagon in readiness.
Then they heard the signal, which was a sound of an owl hooting followed by a bark. They left their hideout and headed to the back entrance where a guard greeted them.
“All right, lads,” said the guard. “I told the other guard that I will cover his position while he goes to do his business. I even put a mixture of dung and whatnot in his food to keep him busy a bit longer.”
“Good job, Ned,” said Douglas.
Ned quickly opened the large door to reveal a storage room full of cannons and gunpowder barrels. Douglas and his men rushed into the storage room and started carrying out the barrels of gunpowder and muskets, and several men pushed the cannon. They made their way out the door but were stopped by guards armed with muskets and swords.
“Stop! You are under arrest for stealing from the Royal Artillary,” said a captain amongst the guards. The guards outnumbered Douglas and his men. Soon Douglas and his men were overcome and tied up for questioning. All thirteen of them kneeled on the ground in front of the Captain in the storeroom.
Ned stood freely, near the Captain.
“Ned! You traitor!” cried Douglas. “You said you were against the King,” added Douglas, attempting to get Ned arrested too.
“Well, I’ve changed my mind,” Ned replied, holding out a hand into which the Captain dropped a big pouch of money. “And besides, that Walter Cooke is too ambitious for his own good. He will only lead you to a very bad end.”
Then the Captain proceeded to ask Douglas and his men for the full details of Walter’s plan.
The next day in Esterwall Palace, Lord Stanley was in his office working. He had been appointed by the King to manage the country’s affairs in his absence. Usually, the Duke would be appointed to take care of such business, but everyone in court believed he was out at sea searching for treasure from shipwrecks, as well as pirating for the King. So the responsibility fell on Lord Stanley instead, and he did not expect the King to return for another week.
Just then his valet came in. “My Lord, the Earl of Hampton.”
“Yes, let him in.”
Lord Hampton came running in, “It’s a disaster, Lord Stanley!”
“What is it?”
“The King is besieged at Oxford Palace!”
“What? How did this happen?”
Then the valet returned, “My Lord, Captain Randall is here.”
“Who?”
“He rode here from London with urgent news, my lord.”
“Let him in.”
Captain Randall quickly walked in and bowed. “My Lord. There is a siege at Oxford Palace and the King is trapped!”
“Yes, I’ve just heard,” Lord Stanley said.
“It’s a revolt, my lord. Mostly peasants,” said Captain Randall.
“Those low-life scums!” said Lord Stanley.
“And they have murdered nobles! It’s terrible. I had a lucky escape and rode out here as soon as I could,” said Lord Hampton.
“Animals!” cried Lord Stanley. “I will send out reinforcements now and I’ll put those peasants in their place. How many rebels are outside the palace, Captain Randall?”
“About two thousand, my lord.”
“And their weapons?”
“I believe just pikes, swords and knives. Anything they could get their hands on, my lord,” said Captain Randall.
“Ha! You can crush them with your eyes closed,” said Lord Hampton.
“All right, men. I’m heading out. Expect some good news,” said Lord Stanley.
✽✽✽
 
Back in Oxford, Walter was growing anxious as Douglas has not returned. He had ordered some men to ride to London to find out about Douglas.
“What if Douglas was caught?” asked a man amongst the crowd. Many anxious eyes were on Walter.
“We have to wait for the news first. Don’t scare yourself for nothing,” replied Walter.
“How much longer can we wait? The capital will find out soon,” said a young man.
“Then do you suggest we drop everything we have worked hard for and go back to living as we were, with nothing to eat, no money, no rights, no future,” said Walter in his strongest voice for everyone to hear. “We are walking straight to our death if we turn back!”
Then he stood on top of the large wheelbarrow.
“Listen, friends! Don’t let fear crush your hope and strength. We have nothing, but look at what we have achieved,” Walter said, pointing at the palace. “We have the King within our grasp! We are so close to getting what we want. We must keep on going!”
The crowd cheered and brandished their weapons. Walter was pleased to have restored their enthusiasm because he was determined not to leave; everything he had ever dreamed of was in that palace. He wanted the King under his command and the map in his hands. Since learning about the map, he had become fixated on the glory that the map would bring.
In the palace, the King was slouching in his throne. The Chamberlain came to his side.
“Sire, your meal is ready.”
“I don’t have much strength in me, Chamberlain. Bring the food here.”
Minutes later, the Chamberlain arrived with a tray and placed it on a small side-table next to the King.
“That’s not much,” said the King picking up a thin slice of bread with butter.
“It’s all we have left that is still fresh, Sire.”
“How are my guards doing? I can’t lose any one of them.”
“The best they can, Sire,” said the Chamberlain. “Though, they’ve been eating rotten food lately.”
“Better than nothing.”
“Yes, Sire, and washing it down with wine helps.”
“Wine? Have you gone mad?” said the King. “Are you telling me that the King is being guarded by a group of drunks?”
“No, no, Your Majesty. I will see to it that your guards remain sober at all times.”
“I swear, when I get my hands on Walter Cooke. I will have him tortured in every way imaginable.”
It was late afternoon in Brighton, some days before, when a group of five guards arrived. They were led by Captain Richard and were ordered by Prince Henry to escort Matilda and her family to North England.
They entered the only inn in Brighton, and an innkeeper greeted them.
“I am after Matthew Dudley,” said Captain Richard.
“And may I ask where you are from, sir?” asked the innkeeper.
“From North England.”
“Ah, yes. A young man did leave me a letter that he wanted me to give to someone from North England if they were to ask for Matthew Dudley.”
The innkeeper went behind the counter and took out an envelope, then he handed it to the captain. Captain Richard opened the envelope.
Inside the envelope were two letters. The first one was addressed to Captain Richard, and it read:
To the Guards of Prince Henry,

 
If I am not here when you read this letter, then I should still be at Oxford Palace. My family have run into some trouble with the King, and I do not know what the outcome will be. I trust that we can handle the problem ourselves and will send for you if making our way to North England becomes difficult. In the meantime, please escort my grandfather, Thomas Burley, and his family to North England first. Their address is below.

 
Matthew Dudley (Matilda Burley)

 
P.S. Please don’t show my grandfather this letter or let him know about our situation. I have written a second letter for him.

 
Captain Richard put away the letters into his pocket and left the inn with his men.
✽✽✽
 
The royal army had been marching to Oxford at a great pace. The three thousand men consisted mostly of cavalries and infantries. They carried the most advanced weapons that the country could offer and wore light but effective armour. Leading them was Sir Nicholas.
The next day Will heard the news of the army from a messenger who had just arrived at the inn in Oxford. He listened to the messenger describing the size of the army to the innkeeper and knew that the rebels would not stand a chance.
Will then hurried to the palace. When he arrived, he started warning anyone he could about the approaching army. Immediately, fear struck them. Walter, who was standing near the palace, saw in the distance a commotion. He then made his way there and was not pleased to see Will.
“What is going on here?” he asked.
“The capital has found out. And an army is coming,” said Will. “You must tell everyone to leave now.”
“No,” cried Walter, then he turned to the crowd, “he is not on our side. I have seen him warn off the nobles. And now he is saying that the royal army is coming. He’s clearly trying to stop us.”
This time the crowd did not cheer. They talked amongst themselves with worried expressions.
Then two men on horses arrived. The men dismounted and hurried to Walter.
“Bad news, Walter. Douglas and the others have been caught,” said one of the men.
Now the crowd started to panic. Words spread amongst them that the royal troops were coming, and they still didn’t have any gunpowder or cannons. Soon the news reached the people standing close to the gates, where it could be heard by a royal guard.
The guard quickly ran inside the palace and reported what he had heard to the King.
“Excellent!” said the King. “You see, Chamberlain. I knew we would win if I held against them a little longer.”
Then he turned to the guard, “And how far is the royal army, now?”
“I’ve heard that they have already past Somerton, Your Majesty. They should be here by tomorrow morning,” said the guard.
With his newly restored strength, the King jumped to his feet and walked to the window in the hall.
“Look at them, Chamberlain,” he said. “Absolutely devastated at their foolishness. Thought they could overcome the King? Oh, how sweet!”
“Yes, Sire. Such simple minds they have.”
Then the King’s smile dropped. “What’s happening now? Where are they going? Don’t tell me they’re fleeing?”
Another guard entered the hall.
“Your Majesty, some of the rebels are leaving,” said the guard.
“Yes, I can see that. What about Walter Cooke?”
“He is still there, Your Majesty. He’s trying to encourage them to stay.”
“Good. Tell him that I am willing to agree to his terms because we are out of food and almost dying, and wish to be released safely out of the palace. I will come out and meet with him first thing in the morning.”
“But Your Majesty …” said the guard.
“Just do as I say.”
The guard bowed and then left the hall.
“I don’t understand, Sire. Why did you agree to their terms?” said the Chamberlain. “They’re leaving.”
“That is exactly what I don’t want. I want them to pay for the suffering that I went through. I almost starved to death because of them. And they killed some of the nobles. If I don’t show them who’s king, then there will be more revolts to come. I will keep them here long enough until my troops arrive.” He paused. “And as for Walter Cooke, I will make an example out of him. I will display his severed head in every city and town.”
“So, there’s still going to be bloodshed,” said the Chamberlain, almost to himself, and then he sighed at the thought.
“Oh, I am good,” said the King nodding to himself.




Chapter 16
Leaving Oxford Palace
The next morning the crowd outside the palace had reduced by a few hundred. The news of the King acceding to their demands has kept just under a thousand rebels outside, a number that the King was pleased enough to see remained for his revenge. And most importantly, Walter Cooke still stood amongst them, waiting to meet the King that morning.
Will had gathered the three horses and kept them near the palace in the woods. He was not sure how the event would turn out, but he wanted to be ready if Matilda and the others were able to leave the palace.
Meanwhile, the King had the captain of the royal guards in his throne room.
“I want every guard on the grounds when I come out,” said the King.
“What about the guards upstairs guarding those three people, Majesty?” said the captain.
“Oh, I forgot about them,” the King said. “Yes, those guards too. And those people can be released; I don’t need them to be locked up anymore.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“And remember to be ready when Walter Cooke walks through that gates because I will call the order to seize him,” the King said.
“Yes, Your Majesty.” The captain bowed and then left.
Outside the palace, the crowd waited in anticipation for the King. Finally the palace doors opened, and the King stepped out with two guards. Above him, on the hall balcony, stood the Chamberlain and several palace staff, watching the event below. Amongst them were Ralph, Roger and Matilda, who has just been released. They were not yet allowed to leave the palace until it was safe to open the gates.
The King and his guards descended the steps, passed his statue and then stopped at a distance before the front gates. The King could see many faces through the gates, watching him. Young and old were all there. A table was laid out in front of the King and the royal seal placed on top.
The King held out a document to the rebels. “I have here my agreement to your demands.”
The crowd cheered in triumph.
The King continued, “Once your leader, Walter Cooke, has agreed to the terms of this document, then it will have the seal of my approval. And then you can all go home in peace.” Then he pointed to a flag attached to a long pole held by guard, “And the yellow flag is there to let my army know that they can’t attack you.”
The guard waved the yellow flag so that the rebels could see it above the wall.
He turned to a guard, “Let Walter Cooke in.”
The gates opened only enough to allow Walter and two men to accompany him.
From the balcony above, Matilda could see Walter reading the document. Then she noticed the royal army, like a dark wave, approaching in the far distance.
The King watched Walter finished reading the document with his two men. They then had some discussion with amongst themselves.
The King heard the thundering march approaching. Excellent, the rebels can’t escape now, he thought.
Walter returned the document to the King. “Everything is fine.”
By now soldiers could be seen from the palace, making their way into the clearing. Soon they halted when they saw the yellow flag.
“Seize him!” cried the King. Five guards arrested Walter and his men. “Signal the attack!”
A guard quickly changed the yellow flag to a red flag and waved it for Sir Nicholas to see.
Oh, the horror, thought Matilda, and there are some children down there. The rebels were tricked!
Sir Nicolas saw the red flag and then ordered the attack. His men raced towards the rebels; loud screams came from the crowd as they dispersed, running for their lives. Very few stayed to fight.
“Oh dear, the poor souls,” said an old female staff member on the balcony.
Matilda closed her eyes and thought hard. Then she turned to Roger and whispered, “Give me your dagger.”
“What for?”
“No time. Just give it to me.”
Roger gave his dagger to Matilda. “Stay here, we need to be discreet,” she said.
Roger didn’t move from his spot and watched Matilda slowing make her way behind the Chamberlain, who was too focused on watching the battle.
Matilda unsheathed the dagger and gently pointed it at the Chamberlain’s back. The Chamberlain immediately felt it, but before he could turn around, Matilda spoke close enough for only him to hear, “Don’t make a scene. I have a dagger to your back.”
The Chamberlain swallowed hard.
“Take me to the map,” said Matilda.
“Humph, shame on you for thinking about gold at this time,” said the Chamberlain.
No one on the balcony except for Roger had noticed that the Chamberlain and Matilda had left.
“So Cooke, what do you think of your plan now?” said the King.
“I’ll have you know that I don’t regret any ——” Walter was cut off by the sight of Matilda running towards them from the front doors of the palace.
“Stop!” she cried.
The King turned around. Matilda stood, holding a torch in one hand and in the other the map.
“Stop the fight, or else I’ll burn the map!”
From the balcony, Ralph and Roger rushed down to make their way to Matilda.
“How dare you!” said the King. Then the Chamberlain came running out. “Forgive me, Sire.”
“As the King, I command you to hand over the map!”
“Stop the fight and I will,” Matilda said.
Ralph and Roger had just arrived near Matilda. Ralph smirked and turned to Roger, “It’s a good thing she already has a copy.”
“No she hasn’t,” said Roger.
“What?” said Ralph and then he approached Matilda, but Roger pulled him back.
Matilda moved the map closer to the flame, “Stop it, now!”
“All right!” cried the King and then he turned to the guard. “Tell them to stop.”
The guard changed the red flag to a yellow flag and waved it with all his might. From a distance, Sir Nicholas, who was stationed on his horse, saw the flag, so he blew a horn to stop his army. The army retreated but Sir Nicolas also had his men surround the area to prevent any rebels from escaping, in case the King ordered another attack.
As this was all happening, Matilda, still holding the map near the flame, noticed something peculiar started to appear on the map. She froze and watched brown ink forming the word FAKE on the top centre of the map.
“Now give me the map!” cried the King.
Matilda broke out of her trance, then she went over to Walter. “You can go now. And tell them that it’s safe to leave.”
Walter did not move. His eye’s still lingering on the map.
“Go!” said Matilda.
Then Walter and his men ran out through the gates and Ralph and Roger came to Matilda and stood close to her.
“I’ve done what you’ve asked, now give me the map,” said the King.
“I will give you back the map, once I can leave safely,” she said.
“Nonsense. How would I know that you won’t run off with the map?” said the King.
“I think we’re in a sticky situation here,” said Ralph to Matilda.
He was right. There was an army waiting outside with cavalries that could easily outrun them. Matilda needed a head start, a very long head start.
“Do you have a dagger on you, Uncle?” Matilda whispered.
“Yes.”
“Don’t let them see you take it out. Get ready to grab the King.”
Ralph almost could not believe what he had just heard. “All right, I’m ready.”
“If we give you the map, will you promise that we can leave safely?” said Matilda to the King.
“Yes, I will release you once you hand over the map.”
“You must swear to God so I’ll know you can’t go back on your word,” said Matilda, hoping the King would think that she was gullible so that he would drop his guard.
The King gave a light chuckle, “All right.” Then he placed a hand over his heart, “I King Anthony II, swear to the heavens above that I will release these people safely once I get my map. And may lightning strike me, if I don’t.”
Then the three of them walked slowly to the King. Matilda held out the map to him. As the King reached out for the map, Ralph quickly caught his wrist and pulled the King to him and held the dagger at this throat.
“Sire!” cried the Chamberlain
“Stay back, or the King dies,” said Matilda as she and the rest of them moved through the gate.
The Chamberlain and several guards quickly followed at a safe distance. Matilda put out the torch and shoved the map into her pocket. By now the area was clear of rebels and only the army remained. Sir Nicholas saw them come out of the gates, so he moved forward.
“Stay back!” cried Matilda.
“Stay where you are,” yelled the King.
“Get us a carriage,” Matilda said to the Chamberlain.
“Go on!” cried the Chamberlain to a guard.
While they waited, Matilda tied a cloth around the King’s eyes. At this moment, Will had come forward; soon a carriage arrived. They put the King into the carriage with Will and Roger.
Ralph and Matilda sat in the driver’s seat while Ralph took the reins.
“Where are we heading to?” said Ralph to Matilda.
“I don’t want to say it here. Just head towards the town centre,” said Matilda.
Ralph looked at her, confused.
“Please trust me,” Matilda said to Ralph.
“All right,” he said.
Then Matilda turned to the Chamberlain, “Tell them to clear the road.”
“Clear the road. Clear the road,” the Chamberlain said to a nearby guard, who went to tell Sir Nicholas.
Matilda turned to the Chamberlain again, “No one is to follow us. And expect a letter to collect your king.” Then she held on the handle as the carriage took off. The royal army watched the carriage speed past them until it was out of sight.




Chapter 17
Truths Revealed
The carriage rode through Oxford town centre and back on to the road that they were once travelling.
“Now, will you tell me where we’re going?” said Ralph.
“North,” said Matilda.
“North?”
“Yes, North England to be exact.”
“What? Why?” asked Ralph.
“I’ll explain later.”
“Yes, you’ve got a lot of explaining to do,” finished Ralph.
They rode for some hours without stopping, making sure that they were well away from being followed. Soon they stopped at a small village near Somerton. The village was rural, with only a few houses and farms. It had a countryside inn that was situated near the woods. The inn was small and simple, with a pond some distance behind it. It also had a small bath-stall located just behind the inn. And only one person could bathe at a time.
Roger stayed with the King, who was tied up, gagged and blind-folded, in the carriage after having finished his much-needed meal. Will had gone to take a bath. He had decided to leave the group here, as there was no place for him in North England.
Matilda and Ralph sat outside the inn eating a large meal at a table. There were other tables and chairs amongst them but were empty. As they ate, Matilda explained to Ralph everything that had happened since meeting with Prince Henry and Sir Laurence.
After hearing everything, Ralph stopped eating, gave a big sigh and looked away, not knowing what to say. Then he shook his head.
“Look on the bright side, Uncle. We may not get to see all that gold, but at least you can now have your home and land in North England.”
“I suppose,” Ralph said with little enthusiasm.
Then he picked up his spoon to resume eating. “I just can’t believe that our journey has to just end like that. All those nights of planning and dreaming. I thought it was the best thing that had ever happened to me.”
After a while he said, “I suppose Will is going to start on that journey of his, while we go to North England.”
“Yes.”
There was a brief silence.
Then Matilda got up. “I’m done. I think I’ll go and take a bath.”
“Yes, and then it’s my turn.”
Matilda walked behind the inn and found a small building. The door was left opened for the customers and inside to the far left of the building were three lavatories. Closer to the door to the right was one cubicle used for bathing. Will walked out of the cubicle fully dressed and saw Matilda at the entrance of the building.
“It’s all yours. I’d better go and get some supplies now,” Will said. “For my journey,” Will added after Matilda looked at him blankly.
“Yes, I know. I have something to tell you.”
“What is it?”
Then Matilda watched a man came out of a lavatory, walked past them and headed for the inn.
“Actually, I’ll tell you later.” And she disappeared into the cubicle.
Inside there were a small bath tub and a water drawer. Matilda took off her beret and let out her hair. The feeling was satisfying as it has been a while since she had done this. After putting down her beret on a small stool, she massaged her scalp for a short while then she peeled off the moustache. She put the moustache on top of the beret and began to take off her jerkin.
Just then Will returned and stood in front of the cubicle. He knocked at the cubicle’s door, which made Matilda jumped.
“Matthew?”
“Yes?”
“It’s me, Will. There wasn’t any soap in there, so I brought you one.” Then he waited for a response and expected Matilda to open the cubicle’s door to reach for the soap. As he waited, he spotted a frog sitting just at the entrance of the building. A playful smile spread across his face and he slipped the soap into his pocket.
Matilda looked around inside the cubicle and realised that there was no soap. “Oh, yes, thank you. You can throw it in.”
“Throw it in?” said Will as he approached the frog.
“Yes.”
Will caught the frog with both hands and then came back to the cubicle. He decided to go to the side of the cubicle, where its length was longer than the front. He stood there, holding the frog in both hands. “Are you ready? I’m going to throw it in now.”
“Yes.”
Will threw the frog over the wall of the cubicle, and it landed inside.
“AAHHH!!!!!” Matilda screamed. Will could hear her rattling inside as she screamed. Will held his stomach, and his head fell back laughing. Suddenly, Matilda burst out of the door of the cubicle. She stood there catching her breath, staring at the frog inside the cubicle. Will still laughing said, “Oh, you scream like a girrrllll …,” his voice trailed off after he had turned and saw Matilda. She was wearing the cloth that bound her chest, and her breeches and boots. And her long hair still out.
Will stood stunned.
Matilda quickly covered her arms over her chest. “Don’t just stand there. Get rid of it!”
Will quickly went to grab the frog and then went out of the cubicle. Matilda stomped back into the cubicle and slammed the door.
Will stood there for a moment and then pulled out the soap from his pocket. Then the cubicle door opened slightly, Matilda’s hand reaching out. “Soap,” she said firmly. Will put the soap in her hand and then she slammed the door again.
Will left the building. He walked around the inn to the front and saw Ralph still sitting at the table. He had just finished eating. The other tables were now occupied with customers having their meals outside. Nearby Ralph’s table was a man sitting alone. He wore a large black hat and a black cloak over his clothes. He ate with his head down and all that was visible was his bushy beard. Roger had just come out of the carriage and went to join Ralph at the table.
“He just finished eating,” said Roger.
“The sooner we are out of this country the better. I don’t like keeping him with us for too long,” said Ralph.
Just then Will sat down at the table, not saying anything.
Ralph watched him for a bit. “What’s the matter? You look like you have seen a ghost.”
“I just found out … Matthew, he’s a girl?”
“Oh, she told you,” said Roger.
“So it’s true then?”
“Well, good. At least now we can go back to calling her Matilda, it was so much harder when we had to call her Matthew all the time,” said Roger.
“Matilda?” said Will.
“Yes, it’s Matilda. Didn’t she tell you?” asked Roger.
“No.”
“Then what has she told you?” asked Ralph.
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?” said Ralph.
“I just saw it,” said Will.
“Saw what?” said Ralph.
“He, she was about to bathe, and I saw everything.”
“You mean, you saw something that you shouldn’t have seen?” said Ralph.
“Well, yes, but it’s what you thin ——”
Ralph grabbed Will by the jerkin. “What exactly were you doing while she about to bathe, huh?”
“Nothing. Nothing of that sort,” said Will. “I mean I saw the hair, the face, the cloth.” He waved his hands just above his chest insinuating where the cloth had been on Matilda. “Don’t worry, she still had her breeches on. It was by accident, I swear.”
Ralph let him go.
Will was deep in thought. “Wait. Ralph Burley, Matilda Burley. Is she Matilda Burley? The outlaw?”
“Shhh. Yes,” said Ralph.
Just then Matilda walked to them. They all looked at her.
“Will, can I have a word?” she said.
“Yes,” replied Will as he got up and followed her.
Ralph and Roger exchanged glances as Matilda and Will left.
Matilda led him to the pond behind the inn then she turned to face Will. She looked him in the eye and could see that he was studying her face. She dropped her eyes.
“I know you have a lot of questions for me. So now is the time to ask them.”
“I’m sorry about what happened before,” said Will.
“You’re forgiven.”
“I’ve also learnt that you’re Matilda Burley.”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“You’re an outlaw?”
“Yes.”
“What was your crime?”
“I stole the map from the Duke.”
“So your grandfather didn’t find it?”
“No.”
Just then Matilda remembered the map and what she had seen appear on it. But right now she wanted to make things clear with Will first before he left.
“So, why did you lie?” Will said.
“So, how would you have felt if I had told you before that I stole it from the Duke?”
“Well, a bit unsafe, and I would probably expect my belongings to be gone the next day,” he said with a weak laugh.
“Basically, you wouldn’t trust an outlaw around you. And what if you reported me to the Duke?”
“Well, I might not, or … well … Why did you steal it anyway? Were you in some kind of trouble?”
“I was.” Then she told him about her getting the map to rescue Ralph and Roger from the sailors.
“After that, I could have returned the map to the Duke. I thought it was the right thing to do. I could have told him that I was pressured, and he might have forgiven me. Maybe. But I didn’t do any of that. I simply took it for myself. Something came over me when I first saw it.”
She looked at Will for a reaction. “You can judge me badly if you want, I wouldn’t be surprised if you did.”
“I don’t. I can sort of understand why you did it. Well, in a positive light, if you hadn’t stolen it, then the Prince wouldn’t be able to prevent a war,” said Will with a smile. “Of course you didn’t know that at the beginning. If you had it would have made your actions more honourable, but after knowing you and seeing what you have done, I can say that you’re not a bad person. Better than most I would say.”
Matilda smiled at his understanding. Then they were both silent in their own thoughts.
“Well then, I’m glad it’s all clear between us,” said Matilda.
“Yes.”
Matilda was silent for a moment, then she said, “It’s a pity that you have to leave. We enjoyed having you with us.” She paused. “Back in Esterwall I didn’t have a friend, except for Mr Dudley, but he’s not really from Esterwall and even he doesn’t really understand…me...um, what I really wanted to say is that … it was nice having you as a friend.” And she smiled at him.
Will smiled back, “I could say the same about you. I was no different, in Stamford I ——"
“Sorry to interrupt,” said Ralph, who had just appeared. “But we had better be going. I want to get rid of the King soon.”
The three then started to make their way to the carriage. There, they would say their goodbyes to Will and leave for North England. As they were walking, Matilda remembered the map and pulled it out of her pocket. The word FAKE was still there. Its brown ink looked very familiar to Matilda; very much like the one found on Victor Harte’s letters.
“There’s a word fake here on the map,” she said to Ralph and Will. Then all three stopped walking.
Ralph took the map and had a look. “Strange.”
Then Matilda had a realisation. “Wait for me at the carriage. I’ll be back.” She rushed back into the inn.
Moments later, Matilda returned to the carriage holding a candle.
She gave the candle to Roger to hold while she fished out the letter from the pocket inside her jerkin.
Then she took the candle from Roger and moved it around beneath the letter. Soon enough, light brown ink started to appear on the letter, forming readable words between the black ink writing.
Roger gasped, “Witchcraft!”
The brown writing read:
The real map to the treasure is with Paullo Suarez, a monk livin in a monastree in a village called Sobrado, Portugal. The other map is fake. I will find a way back alive. So get the map and keep it safe for me.

 
Roger clasped his hands over his head. “Unbelievable! All this time we’ve been following the wrong ——”
“Shh,” Ralph quieted him.
They moved a few feet away from the carriage to prevent the King from hearing their conversation. They stood near the edge of the woods.
“Do you know what this means?” Ralph said excitedly, shaking Roger by the shoulders.
Matilda was speechless with shock and excitement.
“So this whole time the map has been in Portugal. But who is Paullo Suarez?” Will wondered out loud.
“Then this whole time the Duke and the Prince were in the wrong place?” Matilda said.
“So what are we going to do now?” Roger said.
“Go to Portugal, of course,” Ralph said.
“Wait. But we are not in the right position to go after the treasure,” Matilda said. “Firstly, we have to deal with the King. And once he is set free, it will be impossible for us to go anywhere without him tracking us down. Secondly, we are nearly out of food and money. Not to mention no money to buy a ship. I say we must get to North England as soon as we can. Gather our supplies and ship there.”
“Sounds like a good plan. But my next question is, are we going to go on this journey as the four of us?” Ralph said to Matilda.
Will was pleased to hear that he was still taking part in the journey.
Ralph continued, “Or are you going to mention this to the Prince and the Queen’s secretary? Because something tells me that you are.”
“I don’t see why not,” Matilda said. “You can’t possibly use all that gold. The Queen’s country needs it, and we are now their citizens. And I think it safe to go with their ships that are all well-equipped and protected by guards. We won’t have to fear the King trying to get to us. And I’m sure they’ll let you have a nice share of the gold.”
“Or none of it,” Ralph said. “I didn’t think you were so naive as to trust them when you only met them once.”
“Perhaps you’re right,” said Matilda. “But I feel that if they were dishonest, they could easily have taken the map from me by other means. But they didn’t and not only that, they let us stay in their country with land and a home. I just feel that it’s right to let them know. But I could be wrong. So for now, I won’t say anything to them until we get to North England and see if they have kept their promise.”
“Yes, I think that’s the best way to go,” said Roger.
“Fine. We must be on our way now. The sooner we are in North England, the better,” said Ralph.
They began their return to the carriage. As they did, Roger heard something move in the nearby bushes. He stopped where he was and made his way closer to the bushes, but then a pigeon flew out. Roger heard Ralph call him so he started back to the carriage. While this was happening, the King made some muffled sounds through the cloth when Matilda and Will opened the carriage door. Will then pulled down the cloth for the King to speak.
“Took you long enough. Why didn’t you answer me before? I want some water,” said the King.
“We just got here,” said Will.
“What do you mean? I heard you just outside the carriage, and so I called,” said the King.
“When?” said Matilda.
“A while ago. In fact, I felt you lean against the carriage for a bit. And you ignored me when I called.”
They thought it was strange that someone was near the carriage while they were having a conversation just some feet away. Ralph suggested that the King might have heard someone walked past and it was nothing to fret about.




Chapter 18
Balwyn Again
It was late afternoon when they set out on the road again. They travelled through the night, taking short breaks here and there. The next day they arrived in Balwyn.
Matilda decided that they should stop in the marketplace to sell their carriage and buy a different one. The carriage they currently had was another one of the King’s, from Oxford. Matilda thought that people would take notice of them along the journey and in doing so, the King would eventually gather this information and work out that they were living in North England.
Soon their carriage was stationary at a carriage makers. Matilda and Will had gone to buy some food supplies while Ralph and Roger stayed at the carriage makers. While Ralph went to speak with the shopkeeper, Roger sat inside the carriage minding the King. All the window curtains inside the carriage were drawn to conceal the King. The only curtain not fully drawn was the one next to Roger, which he opened slightly to get some fresh air. Somewhat bored, he decided to watch the people in the marketplace.
“You really want to sell this? This is some high-end stuff. I don’t know if I can meet your price,” Roger heard the shop owner say from the other side of the carriage.
“I’m flexible with the price. Just tell me how much you’re willing to pay for it,” came Ralph.
Roger then noticed Matilda walking towards a stall situated near a small alleyway. The King started to stir. He had just woken up from his sleep. He said something through the cloth so Roger closed the curtain and tended to the King.
At this very minute, Matilda was about to pass a small alleyway when a strong pair of arms grabbed her. She struggled as the man behind her covered her mouth with one hand and put his other arm around her arms and waist. She managed to free one of her arms and grabbed the hand that was covering her mouth and bit it.
“Oww!” he cried.
He released her and she ran for the alleyway’s entrance and then BONK! Something hard hit her from the left side. She staggered to her right and then fell, scraping her forehead against the rough wall before landing on the ground unconscious.
Rose came running towards Matilda. “Goodness, did you do this, Katherine?”
Katherine stepped out from the narrow street within the alleyway and dropped a wooden log onto the floor.
“Yes, he almost got away,” Katherine said. “Hurry Miles, get him before he wakes up.”
“The carriage is ready. I got Rod to park it at the end so no one will see,” said Rose.
At this exact minute, Roger had decided to open the curtains again to look out. He couldn’t see Matilda anymore but he saw Will, who was staring at something across the road with a tense expression. Then suddenly, Will dropped everything in his hands and darted across the road and into an alleyway. Roger was startled at this, wondering what was happening. He noticed a carriage parked right outside the alleyway’s entrance, almost covering it in fact. A man, who looked quite familiar, was sitting in the driver seat and had seen Will run into the alleyway. The man then quickly picked up a blunt stick and also ran into the alleyway.
Then Roger saw Katherine and Rose come out of the alleyway and climb into the carriage followed by Miles and the man, dragging both the unconscious Matilda and Will into the carriage. The two men then jumped onto the driver’s seat and then drove the carriage away, leaving the marketplace.
Roger quickly slid to the other side of the carriage. He opened the door and found Ralph standing there alone.
“I’m almost done, Roger,” said Ralph.
“Mati——” Roger paused, he had been warned not to reveal any new names for the King to hear. “Matthew and the other one are gone.”
“What?”
“It’s those ladies. You know the innkeeper and the other one. They’ve gone that way.”
And with that, Ralph yelled to the shopkeeper that he would be back, and they drove to the manor.
At the manor, Matilda and Will were put in the cellar. Will had just woken up, but Matilda was still unconscious on the floor. Rose and Catherine had already tied up their prisoners when they were in the carriage.
“Oh, not you again,” said Will as he pulled himself up but could only kneel as his feet and hands were bound.
“Yes, we were lucky to have spotted you today,” said Rose. “What were you doing in Balwyn anyway?”
Will did not answer.
“Looks like they managed to get out of the palace,” said Katherine. “Now, the letter?”
“I don’t have it.”
“Of course you don’t. But your friend here does. I am sure of it,” said Katherine.
Then Will noticed that Matilda’s head was bleeding.
He quickly bent over her body.
“Matilda, Matilda, wake up,” he said.
“Matilda? Why are you calling him Matilda?” said Katherine.
Will ignored her. “Matilda, Matilda,” he called again.
Katherine moved Will aside from Matilda. Then she lowered herself to Matilda and started to search for the letter. She unbuttoned Matilda’s jerkin and fished for the letter. Soon she found it in the pocket.
“I found it!” she said. But then she froze.
“Good. I knew he had it,” said Rose. “Katherine?”
Katherine did not answer.
Will watched her reach for the necklace around Matilda’s neck.
“What is it Katherine?” asked Rose.
Katherine held the blue pendant in her hand and studied it. She then turned Matilda to the side and pulled up her left sleeve to reveal a small brown birthmark on the wrist. She gasped and she ripped off Matilda’s moustache. She stared at Matilda’s face for a moment and then stood up, still holding the letter and moustache.
Rose stepped closer looking at Matilda.
“Oh, it’s a girl?” Rose said to herself.
“Where did she get this necklace?” Katherine asked Will.
“She told me it was already with her when she was a baby.”
Katherine gave a small gasp. “And her name is Matilda,” Katherine said softly to herself.
Katherine then turned to Miles. “Untie her and put her in the guest room.”
Miles untied Matilda and started to carry her out of the cellar. As he did so, Katherine told Rod to untie Will.
He massaged his wrist. “Are you going to tell what’s going on?”
“I will, and I have a lot of questions to ask. But first I will tend to her wound. Follow me,” said Katherine.
At this moment, Ralph and Roger had just stopped the carriage in the front of the manor. They both jumped out of the carriage. Just then, Gilbert returned home and climbed down from his carriage.
“Excuse me, gentlemen. Can I help you?” said Gilbert when he saw Ralph and Roger.
“Yeah, you can help us all right,” said Ralph. “Look, your wife has my nephew and friend in there. And I want them out.”
“Oh, not a problem. I’ll go see if my wife’s guests can come out.”
“Not guests! Prisoners! She’s keeping them in the cellar, I’m sure,” said Ralph.
“I think you have got the wrong house. We don’t keep prisoners here.”
“Trust me, they’re in there, and your wife is going to torture them until she gets what she wants,” said Roger.
“Nonsense. My wife wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
“Well then, why don’t you go and see for yourself,” said Ralph. “Stay here, Roger. I’ll go in.”
Matilda lay on the guest room bed while Katherine tended to her head wound. Rose came close to Katherine and whispered, “Is she really your daughter, Katherine?”
Katherine got up. “I believe so.” Then she turned to Will, but before she could say anything Miles entered the room
“Ma’am, the master is home, and he’s asking for you.”
They all left the room, leaving Will and Matilda. Will came over to Matilda and sat down on the chair next to the bed. He looked at her wound, and then his eyes drifted down to her face and lingered there. Moments later, Matilda started to stir.
“Matilda?”
Her eyes slowly opened and she looked around. “Where am I?”
“You’re in Katherine’s manor.”
“What happened?”
“I don’t know. But I think you’re going to find out something important.”
Matilda and Will descended the stairs to find Ralph, Gilbert, Katherine and Rose in the drawing room.
They were talking rather loudly, almost arguing.
“There she is, you might as well explain it all here,” said Ralph. Matilda and Will walked over to Ralph.
“What’s going on, Uncle?”
“Don’t worry, you will hear it from her,” said Ralph.
“Oh, it’s you,” said Gilbert, looking at Will. “You’re the young man that helped my wife in Oxford.”
Will nodded at him.
“Yes, dear,” said Katherine, putting a hand on Gilbert’s arm before he could interrupt her.
“Are you sure Katherine, in the open like this, in front of Gilbert?” Rose whispered to Katherine.
“Yes, right here. And before I start. You can have the letter back.” Katherine handed the letter to Ralph. “I’ve just read it. It doesn’t concern me anymore.”
“Oh, really. Are you sure you didn’t memorise it?” said Ralph.
Katherine ignored him. Then she took a deep breath.
“I’m sorry Gilbert, but I am not who you think I am. My real name is Cecilia Harte.”
“Cecilia Harte?” said Gilbert.
“Yes, and my first husband was Victor Harte.”
Gilbert gaped.
“I’m sorry, Gilbert. I didn’t mean to lie to you. But I was being chased down by people, people who wanted to know about Victor and his map. It was terrible. I had to run away from town to town.”
“And with a baby,” added Rose. All but Gilbert glanced at Matilda. Matilda immediately felt their attention on her.
“It was not easy to have a baby in that situation so I left her, my daughter, in a monastery with a nun, Sister Ada.”
Sister Ada? That’s a coincidence. Surely she’s not going to say what I think she’s going to say, thought Matilda.
“And I named her, Matilda. But I didn’t let Sister Ada know her last name or who her father was. I also left her a necklace, like the one you’re wearing,” said Katherine, now looking at Matilda.
Matilda’s mind started to race. This woman is my mother? Matilda thought. But why did Sister Ada tell me a different story about my parents? Did Sister Ada feel that it was too shameful to let me know that I had a mother who didn’t seem to have a husband and who never came back for me in those four years? And Victor Harte is my father? That ruthless killer?
“So, this is your daughter, Katherine?” said Gilbert.
Katherine nodded.
This time Gilbert looked at Matilda for her reaction, but Matilda showed none. Matilda waited to hear more of the story.
“So after I left the monastery, I changed my name and went looking for Victor. I looked for him in his old hideouts and asked his friends, hoping that he was still alive. Eventually, I gave up after four years and went back to the monastery, but it had burned down. They say it was attacked and everyone there had died.”
“I didn’t,” Matilda finally spoke. “I hid behind a removable wall that I found when I was playing, then I left the monastery after I felt that it was safe. They must have burned it afterwards.”
“I see,” said Katherine. “Well, after that I was alone. But then I found Rose whom I had lost contact with for years.”
“We were best friends, from the same village,” Rose said to Matilda.
“Rose helped me a lot during that time, and then through her, I met Gilbert.” Then she turned to Gilbert, “Will you forgive me?”
Gilbert came over to Katherine and took her hand in his, “Of course, dear, of course. Now, they say you kept them as prisoners, is that true?”
“Well, I only did it to get back what’s mine.” She turned to Ralph, Matilda and Will. “I apologise for all the problems I’ve caused.”
Silence fell over them.
“Well then, I’m sure we’re all tired and hungry,” said Gilbert after a while. “I know. Why don’t you all stay for the night?”
Katherine looked hopefully at Matilda.
Matilda looked at Ralph. And Ralph gave a look as if you say, ‘It’s up to you.’
“Yes. I think it’s a good idea. Beatrice!” said Gilbert.
Beatrice came into the room. “Yes, master.”
“Better start on dinner, and we have some guests here. Seven people.”
“I’d better go and get Roger,” said Ralph and then left.
“Now, I’m sure we all have a lot to talk about,” said Gilbert, who looked at Katherine first, and then made his way to Matilda. “But first, you can tell me why you’re wearing men’s clothing.” He then led Matilda to the dining room, and the rest followed.
As Matilda approached the dining room, she could hear that the maids were already in a conversation. She heard one say, “I saw a strange man in a black cloak just outside, standing around with his horse. So I asked him what he wanted. He said nothing and just like that, he rode off.”
“Yes, very strange,” said the other.
When Matilda entered the dining room, the maid immediately stopped talking and left. They had just finished putting out the plates and utensils.
That night they placed the carriage in a safe area of the manor and took turns watching the King. Matilda was worried about keeping him there overnight so she insisted that they only stay for dinner and must be on their way.
During dinner, they avoided telling anyone that they had the King in the carriage, until they were in a more private room away from the servants. So throughout dinner, they talked mostly of the map and their journey. When it was Will’s turn to stay with the King, Ralph and Roger went into the drawing room with Gilbert and Rose. They talked about how they had escaped the palace and why they must have someone to stay in the carriage at all times. Gilbert was particularly fascinated with their adventure and almost choked on his drink when he learned that the King was just outside his manor, all tied up.
Matilda found herself in Katherine’s room. She felt extremely awkward to be facing a complete stranger whom she now learned was her mother.
“Please sit down,” said Katherine, showing Matilda the chair to a small tea table.
They both sat down.
There was silence for some moments.
“It’s a shame that you have to leave so soon,” started Katherine. “There’s a lot that I would like to know about you.”
Matilda nodded, “I could say the same.”
“Then ask me a question first. What would you like to know?” said Katherine.
Matilda thought for a moment.
“How did you meet Victor Harte? Was he really as vicious as they say he was?”
“Well …” Katherine gave a nervous laugh. “Er … you see. He … Well, let’s just say that my mother was right when she said I had the worst taste in men.”
Oh dear, thought Matilda. “So he did kill many people for money and gold?”
“Well, he was very ambitious. But he really cared for me and loved me.”
Huh? He’s still a killer.
Then Katherine’s eyes were someplace else and so was her mind.
“I didn’t see anything wrong at the time. I was so young. And he was so handsome. His eyes were of a clear blue sky,” she returned, “like yours.” She paused again to reminisce. “He was a straightforward man. I remember the first time we met. He came to my village, and the moment he saw me, he dropped everything that he was doing, marched right up to me and said that I was the fourth prettiest girl in the village and he wanted me to be his.”
Charmed.
“The other three girls were already married,” Katherine said, this time a little less dreamily. Then Katherine continued. “Now, I’m very happy to find out that you were adopted by a wonderful family. Very unfortunate what happened to your adopted mother and father. Life is not certain at sea. Will you be staying in North England for good?”
“Yes, it will be my home now.”
“That is quite far away.”
Silence fell over them.
“You can visit me if you like,” said Matilda.
“Oh, that would be wonderful.”
“I have a question,” said Matilda.
“Of course, go ahead.”
“That letter?”
“Oh, yes, don’t worry about it. You can keep it. I’m not after the treasure, even though your father told me to get it. I only wanted it so badly before because I thought it might say that he is still alive somewhere. He only ever writes if there was something important to tell me. But I truly think he’s gone now.”
“Why does the brown ink appear near fire?”
“Oh, you discovered my secret. Well, very few people knew about it. Before I met your father, I had another lover, but his parents wouldn’t allow us to marry. He was rich, and I was poor. So we decided to get married in secret. We talked to a priest, and he was happy to arrange it for us. During that time, my lover and I needed to exchange letters without his parents reading them, so the priest taught me how to write it in lemon juice.”
“Lemon juice?”
“That’s right. The lemon juice is invisible on paper, but when heated it will turn brown. The priest learned it from another priest in Greece. Eventually, my lover broke the engagement and then I taught it to your father because he had so many enemies and sometimes needed to tell me secretive things.”
“I see.”
“Now I have a question,” said Katherine. “Who is that boy, Will. A lover of yours?”
Matilda’s cheeks warmed, “No.”
“He seems kind. He helped me in Oxford, despite how I was. And he was very worried about you.”
“That’s natural. I’m his friend.”
“I see.”
“It’s late. I’d better go now.”
“Yes, err, here, this is yours,” Katherine said as she pulled out Matilda’s moustache from her dress pocket.
“Thank you.”
“Wait,” said Katherine, and she went over to a chest to unlock it and take out a pouch with money inside. She came over to Matilda, “Here. Take this for your journey.”
“No, I can’t take that.”
“Please. I haven’t done anything for you. I’ll feel better if you take it.”
Matilda took the pouch. “Thank you,” she said, followed by a quick, shy smile.
Katherine beamed at her.
It was almost midnight when they were outside the manor. Ralph and Roger climbed onto the front driver’s seat. Gilbert, Rose and Katherine were also outside to see them off. Gilbert took a peek into the carriage and gasped. Then he stepped away, looking at Ralph. “My god, it is him.”
Matilda turned to Katherine, “Goodbye.”
“Goodbye.”
Then she climbed into the carriage next to Will. As the carriage started to move, Matilda saw Katherine wave at her, and she waved back.




Chapter 19
The Duke Returns
They soon arrived in Esterwall, in a different carriage that they had bought from a previous town. They had decided not to send a letter all the way to Oxford as Matilda thought it was cruel to leave the King alone for days before his people found him, despite how terrible she thought he was. Instead, they decided to leave him in the carriage with the horses in the Royal Forest, just outside Esterwall palace. This forest was reserved only for the King for his hunting, and those that were caught in the forest would be punished.
The reason they planned to leave the horses with the carriage was to fool a particular person. They noticed that this person, dressed in a black hat and cloak with a full bushy beard, had been seen in every town or village that they had stopped. He was an elusive character because every time Ralph was about to turn to confront him, he was gone.
In Esterwall, they secretly paid an innkeeper to buy a new carriage and horses and have it ready at the north end of the Royal Forest. Ralph told his companions that he knew some particular hours at night when it was safe to go into the forest, and he knew some people, whom he would not name, that had sneaked into the forest to hunt small animals, and collect fallen timber or berries. And so, by nightfall, Ralph and Matilda rode the current carriage to the forest, well aware that the man in black was following them on his horse.
As they entered the forest, Matilda watched the man stop just outside the forest, hesitant go in. There were no roads that led into the forest, making it quite difficult to navigate the carriage. Soon they could not go much further and had to stop as the forest got thicker.
They abandoned the carriage and made their way out northwards. Once they were in the clearing, they saw the new carriage with Will and Roger waiting for them. Then they continue their journey onto a road leading them to North England. They expected the King to be found tomorrow either by guards or through a letter that they told the innkeeper to send to the palace the next day.
Queen Isabel lived in Kensington Palace in York. When Matilda and her companions arrived there, they asked for Sir Laurence. Unfortunately, Sir Laurence and the Prince had not returned from their voyage but Captain Richard gave them the address of Matilda’s new home and told them to stay there, and he would inform the Prince of their arrival.
So they set off and arrived at their new estate by midday. Their house was a charming manor, smaller than Katherine’s, and was situated on the outskirts of the city. When they knocked on the door, it was answered by Martha, carrying Luke.
“Goodness, it is you,” cried Martha. Martha quickly gathered them all inside. The next moments were full of hearty embraces.
Then Grandfather Tom appeared, and he gasped in surprise.
“Grandpapa!” said Matilda, and she ran to embrace him. Matilda released him. He looked quite confused, “Is that you Matilda?”
“Yes, it’s me.”
“Why are you dressed like a man?”
“I will tell you all about it later.”
Grandfather Tom smiled and embraced Matilda. “You’re back,” he said with tears in his eyes. Those eyes then moved onto Ralph. Ralph gave a light sigh and made his way to his father, “Come here, old man,” and they embraced.
Martha was looking at Will. “And who is this young man?”
Will then introduced himself, and they all sat down in the drawing room to share their stories.
On that day the King was found. For the next two days, he stayed in bed, recovering from the distress that he had endured. He was still in bed on the third day but he was well enough to call for a sketcher to his bedchamber. Beside his bed was the Chamberlain who had just returned from Oxford.
“Would you say his nose was longer, Chamberlain?” asked the King, looking at the sketcher’s picture of Ralph.
“Yes, I believe so, Sire. A bit longer on the nose, Louis,” said the Chamberlain.
Louis then made some alterations to the sketch. Once he was done, he presented the sketch to the King.
“Yes, that’s him all right, and his name was Ralph, er.”
“Ralph Burley, Sire.”
“Yes, that’s right. Now for the next one. That young one with the moustache. What was his name again?”
“I believe it was Matthew Dudley, Sire.”
The king shook his head, “Someday I’ll get my hands on him. I can still remember his face clearly in my mind.”
Then the King proceeded to direct Louis to sketch out a portrait of Matilda in her disguise.
“Chamberlain, do you remember what the other two looked like or what their names were?”
“No, Sire.”
“Never mind. If I can get Matthew Dudley and Ralph Burley, then getting the other two won’t be a problem.”
Just then the groom arrived. “Your majesty, His Grace the Duke.”
The Duke walked into the bedchamber, looking weary and glum.
“Ah, Duke. I trust that you have returned from the voyage, making me a richer King.”
The Duke looked annoyed for a moment, but then his face softened, “Unfortunately, Your Majesty, we only found few shipwrecks.”
“That’s a shame,” said the King. “I might as well carry out the plan to invade North England.”
“War is expensive, Sire,” said the Duke. “We should discuss this more carefully another day when you have fully recovered.”
“Ah, Duke. But I have just learned that North England is a terrible state. Their harvest was destroyed by bad weather, and they have not completely recovered from the sea war. I think I will take the advantage and invade.”
“If you wish, Sire,” said the Duke, who was only half-listening. He had noticed the sketch of Matilda and walked over to study it.
“Sire, this person, who is he?” said the Duke.
“That’s Matthew Dudley. The person who was the cause of all this,” said the King. “But at least I have Walter Cooke. And I will make sure that he will suffer when I’m back on my feet.”
“And who is this person, Sire?” asked the Duke.
“Ralph Burley,” said the Chamberlain.
“Hmm, a Burley,” the Duke said to himself. “If I’m not mistaken, Sire, this Matthew Dudley is a woman.”
“A woman?” said the King.
“Yes, and not only that, she was once a maid in my household, Matilda Burley.”
“Duke, it is very important that we find them because they have Victor Harte’s map,” said the King.
That confirms it. But it’s pointless now, thought the Duke.
Then the King began to tell the Duke how he had obtained the map but lost it afterwards in Oxford. The Duke pretended to listen attentively. Soon he dismissed himself and left the bedchamber. The Duke could not have felt any more miserable. He had spent the last few weeks in the Morocco deserts looking for the gold, with fruitless results. Every day he watched his men from his tent, digging in the desert. And almost every night he would study the map, trying to find any crucial information that he might have missed. Soon his men were so close to death from starvation and the hard labour in the sun, that he finally gave up.
As he closed the bedchamber doors, he saw a guard making his way towards the King’s chamber.
“The King is about to rest. Unless it is important, you can come back later,” said the Duke.
“Your Grace, it might be important,” said the guard.
“What is it?”
“A prisoner, Walter Cooke, won’t stop asking for the King. He claims to know about a map belonging to Victor Harte. Something about it being in Portugal.”
“Portugal?” said the Duke.
“Yes, Your Grace.”
“Very well. Leave it to me. I will inform the King when he wakes up. You may return to your post now.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
Later that night the Duke went to Walter Cooke’s cell. Walter was sitting on the floor with his foot manacled and the chain bolted to the wall behind him. He was no longer wearing the false bushy beard.
Sir Devon dismissed the guards and then unlocked the cell door;  the Duke stepped inside the cell.
Walter stood up.
“I am the Duke. I heard you have something to tell the King?”
“Yes. If he can spare my life, then I will tell him what I know about the map.”
“The King is very ill. So he sent me here to hear what you have to say,” said the Duke.
“I know the map is with a young man. I don’t know his name, but I know what he looks like. He has a moustache and ——”
“You have mentioned Portugal to a guard. Explain.”
“Yes. You see, the map that the King wants is with the young man. But it’s not the real map. The real map is in Portugal.”
“How do you know that?”
“I don’t know the full details, but I saw them heat a piece of paper, a letter I believe, and from their reaction, I knew they had discovered something important. So I sneaked up close to hear their conversation. I couldn’t hear everything, but I managed to hear that the real map is in Portugal.”
The Duke remembered the letter that came with the map. He wondered if Victor Harte had left a secret message in the letter revealing where the real map was.
“Were you following them?” asked the Duke.
“Yes. After the revolt, I was meant to leave. But I stayed behind, hidden in the woods while the young man was still in Oxford Palace holding the map. I waited until I saw them pass in a carriage and from then I followed them at a safe distance.”
“If I were you, I would have left the country,” said the Duke. “But you stayed back. Do you desire the map that much?”
“Yes.”
“How did you end up here?” said the Duke.
“Some nights ago, they went into the Royal Forest. I did not go in after them. I didn’t think they could go very far. It was too dense for a carriage, and I didn’t dare go after them in case it was a trap. I was outnumbered you see. I thought it was all very strange, but then I thought maybe they wanted to leave the King in there. So I waited for them to come out. I thought they would return from the forest because I knew the other two were still at the inn. Or so I thought. Then I thought maybe they had already left the forest and that had I missed them because it was quite dark. So I went back to the inn but I made the mistake of returning to the forest just before dawn. Eventually, I found the carriage with the King inside, but a guard saw me and I was arrested.”
“So they are now heading to Portugal?”
“Not right away.”
“Why?”
“They are going to North England.”
“North England?”
“I don’t know what business they have there. But I did hear a mention of the Prince and a Sir Horace … er”
“Sir Laurence.”
“That’s right.”
“I see. Is there anything else?”
“That’s all, sir.”
“You have done well.”
“Do you think the King will let me go?” said Walter. “Will you please do me the favour of convincing him?”
“I know that the King is set on torturing you,” said the Duke. “So I will do you the favour of killing you.”
The Duke unsheathed his dagger and thrust it through Walter’s chest. His movements were swift and precise. Walter gasped in surprise and pain. Soon he was lifeless.
The Duke sheathed his dagger and then left the cell. He turned to Sir Devon, “Put a knife through the wound and report that he smuggled it in to kill himself.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”




Chapter 20
The Expedition
Matilda had spent the last few days relaxing in her new home. One day a herald arrived at their house and delivered a letter to Ralph.
After the herald had left, Ralph and Roger read the letter.
“Right, I’d better go find Matilda,” said Ralph after reading the letter.
Ralph went outside behind the house where there was a large grass field. He squinted his eyes at two figures riding their horses in the distance. He recognised them to be Matilda and Will.
“Matilda! Will!” he called.
They rode back at full speed. Will arrived first and Matilda, who was a close second, halted so quickly that she almost ran into Ralph.
Eventually, she managed to steady her horse and came to a complete stop.
“What are you doing Matilda? Almost killed me there,” said Ralph now helping her get off her horse. She was wearing a dress.
“Sorry, Uncle. I was racing Will back.”
Then Will came over to them.
“Well, I just got a letter from the Prince. He will see us in the palace this afternoon.”
“And from the looks of things, we will let him know about the map,” Matilda said to Ralph.
“Yes. And I thought it over,” Ralph said. “Don’t really care too much about the gold. I think my life here is quite comfortable, though I wouldn’t refuse a share of the gold. But I will not miss out on seeing it for the first time.”
“I think we all feel the same,” said Matilda.
By afternoon they were waiting in the drawing room at the Prince’s headquarters. Soon the Prince and Sir Laurence entered the room. All four of them greeted him accordingly. They made their introductions, and once that was done, they all sat down. They sat at a wooden table, with the Prince at the end.
“I am glad that you managed to get to North England safely without my guards. They told me that you were kept in Oxford,” said the Prince to Matilda. “And we also learned about the revolt.”
“Yes. It was not surprising given the way your King rules,” added Sir Laurence.
“Now, is there something you wanted to discuss?” asked the Prince.
Matilda looked at her companions first before speaking, “Yes, Your Highness. There is.”
She continued, “Well before I start, I assume the Duke did not find any gold, is that correct?”
The Prince and Sir Laurence seemed a little surprised at the question.
“Yes, he did not. In fact, we found him in Morocco, digging endlessly. We did not return until we were sure that he had found nothing and returned to his country,” said the Prince.
“It turns out that there is no gold,” said Sir Laurence. “And I’m sure the Duke had realised that earlier when the map led him to a desert, and there was no cave. But he must have been desperate. We intended to tell you this, but it seems like you already know. But how?”
“That’s because the map is fake. Completely made up by Victor Harte,” said Matilda.
“What?” said the Prince. “How do you know this?”
Matilda handed him the letter and explained how she revealed the secret message.
“Extraordinary,” said Sir Laurence as he read the letter.
“I am glad that you brought this to us,” said the Prince. “But why? You could have easily gone for the treasure yourself.”
“We are grateful for our home here,” said Matilda, “and I trust the Queen will use the gold for the wellbeing of her people.”
“Of course. The Queen will be delighted to,” said the Prince.
“But we do wish to come along, Highness,” said Ralph.
“Do you mean all of you?” said the Prince, looking at everyone and then at Matilda.
“Yes, all of us,” said Matilda.
“You’re all an adventurous bunch,” said the Prince with a smile.
“I don’t see why they can’t come, Your Highness,” said Sir Laurence. “After all, they managed themselves quite well in Oxford.”
The Prince considered it for a moment, “Very well. You may all come.”
Ralph turned to Roger, raised a fist to his torso and mouthed ‘YES’.
Then the Prince stood, “I must go see the Queen now. When everything is ready, we will send for you.” Then he left the room.
“Has he gone to discuss this with the Queen?” asked Ralph.
“No. The Queen has asked His Highness to dine with her tonight,” said Sir Laurence. “The Prince does not discuss important affairs without me.”
“What is she like?” asked Roger.
Sir Laurence smiled, “If you don’t have any other engagements, we can talk about this over dinner. I would also like to hear in detail how you managed to leave Oxford.”
They all happily agreed to stay, partly because they were all very curious about the palace and its people.
Two days later, Sir Laurence invited them to the palace to see the Queen as she was quite eager to meet them.
Soon Matilda, Ralph, Roger and Will found themselves in the Queen’s throne room. She was sitting in her throne and beside her was Sir Laurence. After they had greeted the Queen accordingly, they stood before her and waited to be spoken to.
The Queen was in her mid-fifties, with auburn hair and had a pale face.
“Well, I’ve heard a lot about all of you from Sir Laurence and the Prince,” she said, studying each of them. “And I am grateful that you have informed the Prince about Victor Harte’s letter. You can be assured that I will use the gold wisely, as a queen.” She paused. “And I’ve have decided to reward you all a share of the treasure.”
They all thanked her.
Then the Queen got up from her throne and made her way down the steps to them. They could see that she was very tall.
She stood and watched them for a moment. Then with a smile, she clapped her hands to her left. Immediately, a servant ran up to her.
“Prepare some food and drink in my private dining quarters,” she commanded.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” said the servant, who bowed and left quickly.
“I hope having a meal with me will loosen your nerves,” she said, still smiling. “Come. You too, Sir Laurence.”
Then she faced Matilda. “I’d like to hear what you did to my silly second-cousin.”
Matilda looked at her, confused, as she started to lead them all to her private quarters.
“I meant that child of a man that you call King,” said the Queen smiling.
After they’d had their meal, the Queen decided to show Matilda her garden just outside her quarters. Sir Laurence remained inside entertaining Ralph, Roger and Will with his stories of when he was in Italy recruiting spies, something Matilda would have loved to have heard, but no one refuses a queen, and the Queen had already heard the stories; Sir Laurence reported everything to her.
“I admit that I envy you,” started the Queen as she led Matilda around the fountain.
Matilda lightly chuckled, “I don’t see what I have for a queen to be envious of me, madam.”
“Oh, you do. I had dreamt of travelling and exploring when I was about your age. Although I have been to almost every country on the map, but I never really knew them. All I see are their castles and their subjects, and occasionally nice scenery that I can’t comfortably enjoy with guards watching me all the time.”
Then she gave a long sigh. “At least I had five precious years with my Consort, Prince Philip.”
Then the Queen proceeded to talk about when she got married. Matilda learned that the Queen was in her early thirties when she married Prince Philip. Before that, she went through eleven years of her subjects fussing about whom she should marry and whom she should not until the Queen finally had enough and said, “I’m going to marry whomever I fancy. So stop suggesting me teenagers and old geezers.” She then finally settled on Prince Philip, who was not a prince at the time. He was Philip Summers, the son of a baronet. Sir Laurence had to make him a prince of some small island to satisfy the Queen’s subjects so that they would allow the marriage. After five years of happy marriage, Prince Philip died of an illness, leaving behind the four year old Prince Henry.
Then the Queen laughed, “And despite what I had gone through, I am guilty of coaxing Henry to marry. But not for the same reasons that my subjects meddled with me. He seems to take the idea all too lightly, and I would like to see grandchildren before I’m too old to lift them.”
Soon the Queen left Matilda in the garden alone, to attend to other affairs. Matilda went to a flower bush that had caught her attention. The flowers resembled that of a purple duck. She held it in her hand to study it. At Matilda’s slightest touch, the flower dropped into her hand. It wasn’t really Matilda’s fault, the flower was about to fall from its stem anyway.
“You there,” cried a young woman. She was one of the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting; she hurried over to Matilda.
“I saw that. You pulled off one of the flowers,” she said.
“It was an accident,” said Matilda.
“Nonsense. The Queen is not going to be happy. This flower is rare and ——” she quickly curtsied. “Your Highness.”
Matilda turned around to see Prince Henry and then quickly curtsied. “Your Highness.”
Prince Henry gestured for them to rise. “What has happened, Lady Jane?”
“Your Highness, she plucked one of the Queen’s favourite flowers.”
“It was an accident, Your Highness,” said Matilda.
“I’m sure she’s telling the truth,” said Prince Henry.
“But ——”
“That’s enough. The Queen is waiting for you, Lady Jane,” said Prince Henry.
Lady Jane curtsied and then left the garden.
“Thank you, Your Highness,” said Matilda after Lady Jane had left.
“You’re welcome.”
“How did you know I was telling the truth?”
“I don’t. But I do know that Lady Jane likes to cause trouble for others, especially to ladies that the Queen is fond of.”
Matilda only nodded to this. She started to wonder about the kind of people living in court.
“We’ll be sailing in two days. All the men and ships will be ready by then,” said the Prince. “Of course, you will have a cabin to yourself.”
“Thank you, Your Highness.”
“I’m surprised someone like you would want to be at sea for months. It can get unpleasant,” said the Prince.
“Yes. I am aware of that. My parents died on a long sea voyage. But I would not want to let go of this opportunity to finally see the real truth behind a legend.”
Then Matilda continued, “I’m surprised that the Queen would allow you to go on this voyage. Your Highness is her only heir.”
“Yes. That is true. But she knows she can’t stop me. However, I did promise the Queen that if she allowed me to go, then when I’ve returned, I will actively look for a bride.”
Matilda smiled, “I think Your Highness got away with an easy promise. It’s not difficult for a prince to find a bride.”
“You could say that. But it’s not easy to find someone you like, wouldn’t you agree?” said the Prince, staring at Matilda waiting for her response.
Matilda stared back at the Prince. She could see that his fixed smile was friendly, but his eyes were analysing. Then she finally said, “I don’t know. I haven’t tried.”
The Prince looked at her for a moment, then they heard footsteps approaching and turned.
Will appeared but then stopped when he saw both of them. He was surprised to see the Prince and bowed, “Your Highness.”
The Prince nodded, “I must be leaving.”
After the Prince had left, Will turned to Matilda, “I was looking for you. Ralph and Roger are about to leave.”
“Oh, let’s go then,” said Matilda.
Two days later they all set out to Portugal. Fifteen ships sailed, with guards and supplies. And sailing some safe miles away from the Prince’s ships were twenty-four ships led by the Duke: four of the Duke’s and another twenty galleons from the Spanish King.
It was dusk when the Prince’s ships arrived in Portugal some days later. They decided to set out to go to Sobrado immediately. Four guards waited outside on the dock for Matilda and her companions to leave their ship. Sir Laurence was also with her. Once they were all outside, the Prince watched them leave on their horses from the deck. They had also hired a Portuguese man to lead them the way.
Two hours later they arrived in Sobrado. It was dark now and not many villagers were outside. They soon found out that there were two monasteries in the village. But they decided to go to the oldest one since the other monastery had been built five years ago.
When they arrived at the monastery, Sir Laurence knocked on the door. Moments later an elderly monk answered the door.
“Sorry to bother you, sir. But we are looking for Paullo Saurez,” said Sir Laurence.
“I am sorry, but he is not here,” said the monk.
“Then where can we find him?” said Sir Laurence.
“He died ten years ago.”
Their hearts sank a little.
“Victor Harte gave something to Paullo Saurez for safekeeping,” said Matilda. “We are here to take it back.”
“And where is Victor Harte?” asked the monk.
“He is dead. But his wife, Cecelia Harte, is still alive and I am her daughter. So please will you help us?”
Sir Laurence turned to look at Matilda in surprise. He wondered whether she was telling the truth.
The monk looked at Matilda for a moment. “Please come inside.”
Then they all went inside the monastery, except for two guards who stood outside minding the horses.
Inside the monastery, they watched the monk light some candles. When he had finished, he turned to them. “My name is Fernam Saurez, and Paullo Saurez was my brother.”
He moved closer to them. “Yes. Paullo did leave some things behind before he died and one of them belonged to Victor Harte. He told me to give it to Victor Harte or his wife, Cecilia Harte. I still have it with me, do you mind following me?”
They all followed Fernam into a library. The two guards stayed at the door while the others spread around a table. They watched Fernam bring a box to the table in excited anticipation. Fernam unlocked the box and then took out a rolled-up piece of paper. He then handed it to Matilda.
“Thank you,” she said. Her heart thumped rapidly as she unrolled the paper. Everyone but Fernam gathered around her to see the map.
“My god, we have it,” said Roger.
Matilda borrowed Fernam’s candle and then heated the map over it. The word REAL appeared the top centre of the map. Everyone smiled.
“This is the one,” Matilda said.
Matilda handed the map to Sir Laurence.
Then Will turned to Fernam, “May I ask, how did your brother know Victor Harte?”
“He told me he was a slave on Victor Harte’s ship.”
“Oh,” said Matilda in a low voice, feeling somewhat guilty about this. “I’m sorry about that.”
Fernam only smiled.
Then he continued, “Many years ago my brother was on a ship returning from South England when Victor Harte captured the ship. Luckily, Victor Harte spared my brother’s life and kept him as a slave on his ship for four years. After that, my brother was released and Victor Harte left this map for my brother to keep for him.”
“And your brother just happily kept it?” said Will.
“Yes. My brother and I are peaceful people. We don’t want any trouble and besides, Victor Harte set him free.”
“After four years of slavery,” muttered Ralph.
Then they thanked Fernam and left the monastery.
✽✽✽
 
For the past three months, they had been sailing with the guidance of the new map. During those months, other than enjoying the view of the sea, they also found other activities to entertain themselves. Matilda enjoyed whale and dolphin watching, and Ralph and Roger befriended the captain of their ship, Captain George, an older and experienced man who had been at sea for over forty years, and who considered himself lucky to have only experienced minor storms throughout his career.
As for Will, he had started to pick up fencing through the encouragement of Sir Laurence. So once in a while, Will would practise duelling with Sir Laurence on deck, and occasionally Matilda would join them.
Some weeks later they found themselves passing through a channel.
“Are we anywhere near it?” Matilda asked Sir Laurence as they stood on deck looking at the islands as they passed.
“Almost. I believe another week or two,” Sir Laurence replied.




Chapter 21
The Storm
Two weeks later they left the channel and sailed in the open sea again. Ralph, Roger and Will were playing cards at a small table on the main deck.
Then the cook came over to them with a basket of only a few apples.
“You lads want to take the last few apples so I can put this basket away?” he said.
“I’ll have two,” said Roger.
“Yeh, I’ll have one,” said Ralph.
“Same,” said Will.
So the cook gave the apples to each accordingly. He looked into the basket, “Ah, one left.”
“I’ll take it,” said Will.
After the round of cards had finished, Will took the two apples and stood up. “All right. I’ll stop here.”
“No, you’re won’t,” said Ralph. “I just lost all my money to you. You’re staying. At least until I win back half.”
“Sorry, Ralph, but I’m bored with the game now,” said Will.
“Oh, all right,” said Ralph as he starting dealing the cards between him and Roger. “And if you want to know, Matilda is on the quarterdeck.”
Will looked at Ralph, trying to interpret what he meant, and then left them.
Will climbed the stairs to the quarterdeck and spotted Matilda there, leaning on the handrail, but he was discouraged to approach because the Prince was in a jovial conversation with her. So he left and returned to the table.
He sat down and left the two apples next to him. “Deal me.”
Ralph made a quick glance at Will. “Oh, I forgot to mention that there is a particular person with Matilda,” Ralph said with his eyes on his cards.
Will shot Ralph an annoyed look.
“Who’s that person?” asked Roger.
“Oh, no one important,” said Ralph. “Hopefully, no one important to M.” He hanged on to the M long enough until Will looked at him in shock.
“You read it?” said Will. “That’s private.”
“It’s not my fault you left it lying around your bed,” said Ralph.
“What do you mean? I had it inside my book,” said Will.
“Oh, did you now. Ah, my memory is foggy right now,” said Ralph in jest.
“Oh, are you talking that poem?” said Roger. “The one where it starts with Oh M, Oh M, Oh M, err——”
Will turned to Ralph, “You showed it to him?”
“Oh, don’t worry,” said Roger, “I liked it. Short and to the point.”
Will sighed out of annoyance and left them, making his way to his cabin.
Soon enough it was dusk, and dark clouds were forming. Moments later the ships were caught in turbulent waves. Lightning appeared in the sky.
Sir Laurence came out on deck and looked up at the sky.
“This doesn’t look good,” said Roger as he got up from his seat.
Then the Prince and Matilda appeared on the main deck.
A sailor came to them, “Your Highness, a hurricane is coming.”
“Hurricane?” said Roger. “Oh no, we’re going to die.”
“Relax, Roger. We’re in good hands,” said Ralph.
Then another sailor ran up to the Prince. “Your Highness, Captain George has just fainted.”
“What?” said the Prince. “Get all men on deck!”
The sailor then turned to the men on the ship, shouting, “Batten down the hatches! Secure the rigging!”
Then the Prince went with the sailor to the helmsman who was having trouble steering against the wind.
Matilda noticed that Will was not on deck, so she went inside to find him.
Soon everyone was helping with securing the ship while water sprayed over them. Then, without warning, lightning struck the mast, causing a fire.
“Watch out!” cried several men as the mast fell over the ship. Flames from the mast started to spread on deck.
“Everyone to the longboats!” said Sir Laurence.
Many made it to the longboats but then a wave rolled the ship, throwing some men overboard.
“Help! Help!” cried Roger, splashing in the water. Then Ralph dragged him onto the boat. Sir Laurence was also on the boat, along with four other men.
“Find the Prince!” Sir Laurence called to the men, and the men started to row the boat.
Ralph and Roger called out, “Matilda! Will! Matilda!”
On deck, the remaining people, including Matilda and Will, tried to make their way around the fire. But then an enormous wave picked up the ship and rolled it to its side. As the wave retreated the ship dropped, crashing into the water.
The next morning Will woke up on the shore. He slowly got to his feet and looked at his surroundings. There was no one in sight and no ships either. He noticed that he in was in a bay and so decided to walk around it, hoping to be seen more clearly by the ships.
As he walked along the shore, he noticed a figure lying on the sand. It was obviously a male. He ran towards the body and turned it over to reveal the Prince, who was still unconscious.
“Your Highness,” Will called, shaking the Prince.
Soon the Prince regained consciousness and opened his eyes. “Where am I?”
“You’re on shore,” said Will.
The Prince slowly stood up. He looked about the sea for the ships. “Where are they? They can’t all be destroyed.”
“I think the waves took us too far,” said Will.
“Oh no, the map,” the Prince said suddenly. “It was on the ship.”
“Didn’t Sir Laurence make another copy?” asked Will.
“Yes, but I don’t know if he has it with him. Or is he even alive?” said the Prince.
Eventually, they decided to walk along the shore, hoping to spot the ships. They did not walk for too long when they heard the sound of rhythmic drumming. They followed the sound until it took them to a pathway in the jungle. As they walked along the pathway, they heard something rustling in the bushes. Instinctively, Prince drew his sword and was alert. The rustling stopped, and they resumed walking along the pathway while the Prince kept his sword out. Then the drumming stopped.
Finally they came to a large clearing and saw little houses made of stone and clay, with thatched roofs.
There were people about, mostly women and children engaged in their activities. These people had dark hair and were tanned. Many of the women wore skirts and blouses, while the men wore tunics that reached their knees. Then a woman spotted the Prince and Will and she screamed in a language they had never heard before, pointing at them.
Immediately, over twenty other men with spears and knives appeared in front of them. The Prince quickly extended his sword at them.
They remained like this for a moment. Then Will turned to the Prince, “I think you should put your sword down.”
“Are you mad? Look how many of them there are,” said the Prince.
“There are women and children amongst them. They wouldn’t want to fight unless they have to. Put it away. You’re coming off as a threat.”
Will raised both hands in the air level with his shoulders and then took a few steps forward, “We come in peace.”
The prince watched him and then sheathed his sword and also raised his hands in the air.
The village men slowly lowered their weapons.
Matilda opened her eyes to an unfamiliar face. It was a tanned-skin little boy, about five, who stared back smiling. She blinked in surprise and before she could say anything the boy got up and ran outside. Matilda got up and released that she was in a small hut.
When she stepped out of the hut, she saw people with dark hair and tanned skin. They all soon noticed her. Then the little boy returned, followed by a white man. He was about mid-forties and had a full beard.
“Hello. My name is James Curtis,” said the man.
“Hello. I’m Matilda Burley,” Matilda said back.
“Oh, I see you speak English then,” said James.
“Did you bring me here?” said Matilda.
“No. That was Atoc and his wife, Cuca. They found you on the shore.”
Then James called two people in a language unknown to Matilda.
“This is Atoc and Cuca,” said James.
Matilda bowed her head to them, “Thank you, for bringing me here.”
James turned to Atoc and Cuca to translate. They said something to Matilda and smiled.
“They said you’re welcome.”
Then it started to rain.
“You had better follow me. It’s going to pour harder soon,” said James. Then he led Matilda to a bigger house where she found a woman and two children inside.
“This is my wife, Quilla, and our children, Sisa and Antay.”
Quilla ushered Matilda to sit on a mat. Matilda sat down and was given some food.
James also sat down on the mat. “Now tell me. How did you end up on these shores?”
“I was travelling by ship and we got caught in a storm.”
“I see. There was one last night. And where were you travelling to?”
Matilda paused before she answered, “I was with some explorers.”
Then she continued, “Did you see any ships at sea?”
“No. But I’m sure my friends will let me know if they see any.”
“Where am I?” said Matilda.
“You’re in a small village called Pacari.”
“And have you always lived here?”
“Well, for the last twenty years or so I think. I’ve lost count. Back in London, I was a carpenter. Lost my job really, and then got a crew job on a Spanish ship. And it sailed here. Afterwards, I didn’t feel like going back to London, and this place interested me, so I stayed back.”
Eventually, James asked Matilda where she was from, and then he carried on talking to her about the village.
The rain did not stop all day, so Matilda stayed indoors for the majority of the time. She decided to stay overnight at James’ house and look for the ships the next day.




Chapter 22
The Cave
The next morning Matilda woke up and found that James had gone. Quilla told Matilda that James had gone to another village nearby and that Matilda should wait for him.
So Matilda waited outside of the house for James and watched the villagers go about their day. She noticed the little boy that she had seen yesterday. He was playing with some toys that he had in a small bag. The boy looked up from his toys and saw Matilda watching him. Matilda smiled at him. Then he gathered all his toys into a bag and quickly made his way to Matilda.
“Hello,” said Matilda as he came to her and sat down on the ground.
The boy said something she did not understand.
Matilda pointed to herself, “Matilda.” Then she pointed to the boy and waited for a response.
The boy replied in a long sentence.
“Yeah, I’m not very good with names.”
The boy then eagerly started to show her all of the toys he owned, tipping them out of his bag. He showed her a ball, then some clay figurines, a large dead beetle, a large bone, and then, as he pulled out another bone, Matilda saw something in the bag that caught her eye.
“What’s that?” she pointed, and the boy picked a gold coin out of the bag to show her.
She took the coin and looked at it. It was the very same coin that had been found in the chest in the Duke’s study. Then the boy showed her two more of the same coins from his bag.
“Where did you find this?” Matilda asked the boy holding the coin at him.
He understood her and jumped to his feet. Matilda watched him run to the edge of the village and stop at a pathway. He turned around and beckoned for Matilda to follow him. Matilda was hesitant, knowing that James wanted her to wait for him in the village.
The boy beckoned her again and called something at her. Then he started to run along the pathway. Matilda ran after him. She had to be quick as she followed him on the path because he did not walk, he preferred to skip and run.
The path became more narrow and difficult to walk along; trees and leaves getting in the way. Then the boy left the path and went through a grove. Matilda followed and eventually was led to a spring.
The boy then walked along the spring and, as Matilda followed, she could see cliffs and mountains ahead.
Finally, the boy stopped near the bottom of a mountain. There were many rocks and boulders at the foot of the mountain. Matilda could see some of the boulders blocking parts of the spring that flowed out of the mountain.
Then the boy squatted at the spring and watched it as if he was waiting for something to happen in the water.
Matilda watched with him, but nothing happened for some time. It must have been about five minutes until Matilda decided to stop waiting. She wondered if the boy had found the coins in the spring and, if so, then perhaps the treasure was within the area. She looked at her surroundings, but nothing interested her except the mountain. Plants and vines almost covered the rocky mountain. She started to survey the area. By this time the boy had lost interest in the spring and watched as Matilda climbed onto a small boulder.
Matilda climbed onto another boulder further up, then she stood up on the boulder and noticed a ledge above her. She thought she could get a better view by standing there so she made her way up there by walking along a narrow trail. Small bushes and other vegetation were growing on the surface of the ledge.
Matilda looked down. She realised that she was quite high up, as the boy looked tiny from where she was. Then she noticed the boy starting to leave the spring and go back to the pathway. She also thought it was time to go back before James started wondering where she had gone.
She looked around at her surroundings once more, then she noticed another trail that led down the mountain and decided to follow it. She approached the trail by walking further along the ledge.
Then without warning, Matilda slipped into a crevice that was hidden underneath vines and leaves. “Oh!” she exclaimed, and instinctively grabbed hold of a vine and then stopped mid-fall inside a cave, still hanging onto the vine.
Seconds later her weight pulled the whole vine through the crevice and Matilda fell right into a pool of water. The water was shallow where it reached her chest. Matilda made her way out of the water and on to dry land. Once she had managed to catch her breath, she looked around the cave that she had fallen into. The uncovered crevice above shed more light into the cave, showing the subterranean stream that she had fallen in. The stream flowed from crevices on the wall of the cave that were too narrow for any grown human to climb through.
“This is not good,” she said to herself as she got to her feet. She then started to wring out the lower part of her dress.
A few moments later, from the corner of her eye, she saw something glistened. She turned and saw, sitting on a rock on the edge of the cave, a gold sculpture of a tortoise. She went over and picked it up. It was the size of both her hands together. She studied it for a short while and then noticed a trail of scattered gold coins that disappeared at a corner of the cave. She put down the sculpture and followed the trail of gold. When she turned the corner, Matilda gasped. She had just entered another section of the cave. Although this department was darker than the other, she could see many large piles of treasures. Some piles were two metres high. There were gold pieces such as coins, tableware, handicrafts and jewellery, and some spread across the cave floor. To her far right lay weapons and armour decorated with jewels.
Matilda stood there, struck with wonder. Then she heard a sudden sound of a snort that made her heart jumped. The sound was followed by the sound of a body turning, which was then followed by the clinking of falling coins.
Matilda knew at once that she was not alone. Her eyes rapidly scanned the cave to see what made that sound but she could not find its source. She started to tremble. Then a big yawn echoed throughout the cave. It clearly came from a man, and it came from the piles in the furthest and dimmest part of the cave. Matilda then quietly went over to the weapons. They were mostly spears, clubs and axes. Then she saw the only sword there, a rapier, and grabbed it. She closed her eyes and tried to gather herself. Then she made her way to the nearest pile to hide. One of her steps made a small pile of coins fall and the coins did not fail to make a sound.
“Who’s there?” cried the man.
Matilda hid behind a pile and held her sword in both hands.
She could hear the man walking now. Matilda thought his walk sounded unusual. There were no sounds of normal walking steps, only the sounds of a metal object immediately followed by a step of a shoe. It was a ‘clonk’ and a step, ‘clonk’ and a step.
“Is it a monkey?” she heard the man said. “No too quiet to be a monkey.”
Then she heard him move, closer this time. “An anaconda?”
Then closer. “Or worse, a thief.”
Then it was quiet, and it stayed like so for a while. Matilda took a peak around her pile. No one was there in the centre of the cave but she knew he was hiding somewhere. Then she caught a whiff of a stench.
She turned around and came face to face with a wild looking man. She screamed. He blinked in surprise and she stumbled backwards.
Matilda quickly got to her feet, pointing her sword at the man. “Don’t you come near me,” she said, taking a few steps back.
She noticed that he was balancing on his left leg while his right arm leaned on the pile that had been her hiding spot, for support. She watched him pick up a golden metal pole. His right leg appeared to be crippled, and he used the pole to support himself as he made his way towards her.
Matilda stepped back, “Stay where you are or I’ll cripple the other leg.”
Those words stung him. “How dare you speak to me like that. Don’t you know who I am?” said the man in a commanding voice.
“Who are you then?”
“I am the King. And YOU are a thief.”
“I am not a thief. I came here by accident. And you say you’re a king? King of what?”
“Why, the king of all this,” he said, spreading an arm and smiling with eyes wide. His teeth were terrible, and his dark, unkempt hair was long below his shoulders. His face was covered with a full beard. His clothes were extremely worn and dirty. He looked more like a beggar than a king.
Matilda started to question his sanity.
Then he continued, “If you’re not a thief then why did you hide like one. There! You have my sword. You will be punished. No one steals from King Victor and gets away with it.” Then he roared with laughter.
Matilda was stunned. “Excuse me, but did you just say you’re King Victor?”
“I am no other,” he said with his head held high.
“You don’t happen to be Victor Harte, are you?”
The man gasped, “How do you know that?”
“Oh lord,” said Matilda.
Victor moved closer to the shocked Matilda. “How do you know who I am? Do I know you?”
Then he gasped. “Where did you get that?” he said, pointing to Matilda’s necklace.
“It’s my mother’s.”
“What is her name?”
“Cecilia Harte.”
Victor gasped again and almost lost his balance. He had a bewildered look, and his eyes shifted around, unfocused.
He faced Matilda again. “Then who is your father?”
“Victor Harte.”
Victor slowly pointed a finger to himself, “Me?”
“Yes.”
Victor froze, and then finally he said, “What’s your name?”
“Matilda.”
“Matilda,” he repeated. Then he started nodding as he took it all in. “That’s nice.” And then he fainted.
Meanwhile, back at the village James had just returned, along with the Prince and Will. Earlier that morning, he had heard some news from a fisherman about two strangers in the nearby village. So he set out just before Matilda woke up that morning to find out about them. He was certain that they were with Matilda.
So now they had returned, but there was no sign of Matilda. Then a village woman told James that she saw Matilda running after Anku, the little boy.
The Prince and Will followed James to Anku’s home, where his grandmother lived. Her house was slightly bigger than most of the houses in the village, and the inside was decorated with many handicrafts.
James spoke to the old woman and then turned to the Prince and Will, “The little boy has not come back yet.”
“Then when will he come back?” asked Will.
James spoke to the old woman again and then turned back to them, “She said she doesn’t know. He may come back before dark or maybe the next day.”
“The next day?” said the Prince. “Do you suppose we leave Matilda out there in the wild until the next day? Anything can happen.” He paused, “And why does she let a little boy out in the jungle like that?”
James quickly asked the old woman, and she giggled and said something.  Then James turned back, “She said ‘what’s wrong with that?’”
Then James smiled, “We’re actually quite used to seeing Anku behave this way. He’s a very carefree boy.”
“Thank you, James. But I think we have no choice but to wait and see what happens,” said Will.
James nodded.
The Prince sighed, “You’re right. I suppose in the meantime we can go the shore and keep a lookout for the ships.”
Will was only half listening. He was looking at a tapestry on the wall. It showed a group of soldiers in armour armed with swords and arquebuses, and their leader pointing a sword at a man kneeling down at him. The man was tanned and wore elaborate clothing and a feathered headdress. Surrounding the people in the tapestry were piles of gold.
Will pointed to the tapestry. “Did this happened?”
“Yes. I believe so,” replied James. Then he turned to the old woman, and they spoke for a bit.
“It happened about fifty years ago. That man there kneeling down was once a king but was killed by conquerors and before they killed the King, they had him gather them rooms and rooms full of gold. The conquerors hid most of the gold in a mountain cave, and it was said that they intended to return to collect their gold, but they never did.”
“And no one found it since?” said Will.
“Well, it’s not easy with so many mountains here. And the people here don’t see the value in gold as we do,” said James.
Then a young man called for James from outside of the house. Everyone in the house went outside.
James spoke with the young man, and then he turned to the Prince and Will.
“He said he saw many ships at the shore,” said James.
“That must be them,” said the Prince.
So they made their way out to the shore. Sure enough, they found the ships. Out of the fifteen ships, eleven had survived. Then one of the ships anchored.
“That’s a lot of ships for exploring,” said James.
Arriving on shore were Sir Laurence, Ralph, Roger and a few other guards.
“Your Highness, I am glad that you’re alive,” said Sir Laurence.
“Same to you, Sir Laurence,” said the Prince.
“Your Highness?” said James.
“Will! You’re alive!” said Roger as he and Ralph made their way to Will.
“Where’s Matilda?” said Ralph.
“I don’t know, but we do know that she survived the storm,” said Will.
“What do you mean?” said Ralph.
“To be short, she followed a boy into the jungle, and now they still have not returned,” said Will.
“What? Why would Matilda do that?” said Ralph. “That girl, sometimes just …” He was lost for words and so just uttered, “Uurgh.”
“This is not good,” said Roger. “What if something terrible has already happened to her? I mean, why is it taking her this long to come back?”
“You’re right,” said Will. “God knows what wild beasts are out there. I can’t wait any longer. I’m going to find her now.”
“I’m coming with you,” said the Prince.
“Your Highness, I can’t have you do that. It’s dangerous. What will the Queen say?” said Sir Laurence.
“Don’t worry, Sir Laurence. We have men and weapons,” said the Prince.
“Yes. And because of that, you don’t need to go. Just wait here, Your Highness,” said Sir Laurence.
“That’s enough, Sir Laurence,” said the Prince. “And by the way, do you have the map?”
“I … I am sorry, Highness. But the map was on the ship. I usually keep it on me, but that particular night I left it in my cabin. Please forgive me.”
The Prince did not say anything for a moment.
Then finally he said, “It’s all right, Sir Laurence. We won’t worry about that now. Let’s go find Matilda first.”
“I see what’s going on now,” said James. “You’re not explorers. And the map you’re talking about. To what? Treasure? Of course. All these ships belong to you,” he said to the Prince, “to carry back gold and treasure. And what’s going to happen if you don’t find any?”
“That’s right,” said the Prince. “We are here for gold. But I promise you, that is all we’re here for. We will not hurt your people in any way to get it. If we don’t find any gold we will simply go back to where we came from.”
“That’s right, James,” said Will. “We’re only after the gold hidden in the mountain cave.”
James seemed convinced.
Then the same young village man came to see James and told him that the little boy had returned, so they all went back into the village and found Anku playing with a large living beetle that he had found in the jungle.




Chapter 23
Leaving the Cave
Victor slowly opened his eyes to see Matilda sitting near him.
He groaned and then said, “How long has it been?”
“You only passed out for a moment,” said Matilda.
“Has it been really that long?” Victor said. “So long that that little bump has grown into a woman?”
Matilda realised what he meant. “Yes, about twenty years.”
Victor gasped, “My god, twenty years. I have been in here for twenty long years.”
He shook his head in disbelief and whimpered a little.
“I’m sorry about this. I get dizzy a fair bit lately,” he said after he had calmed down.
“I don’t blame you. I don’t think you have the best diet living down here.”
Then Victor got himself up into a sitting position.
“How did you end up here for so long?” Matilda said.
“I’ll show you,” Victor said as he grabbed his rod and lifted himself up.
Victor led Matilda to the other section of the cave where Matilda had fallen in before and then along the stream. They stopped at some boulders. The stream still flowed through the small gaps that the boulders left.
“There was an entrance right here. But it’s blocked now,” said Victor.
“Why?”
“An earthquake.”
“And how did you survived after the shipwreck?” Matilda said.
Then Matilda followed Victor, who went to sit down by the stream. Matilda sat down next to him.
“I got hold of a board and floated on that for a while until I was picked up by a ship that was heading to Columbia. By the time I got there, they let me go. But they were happy to drop me off in Portugal in another three weeks. I thought it was a good idea. But then I refused.”
“Why?” said Matilda.
“It would be three weeks plus months just to go back to South England,” said Victor. “Anything could have happened during that time, and I couldn’t bear the thought of someone else discovering my treasure.”
He was now so absorbed in his story that he did not notice Matilda looking at him, speechless, then looking down and let out a light sigh. Matilda could already see how the rest of his story unfolded.             
Victor continued, “I couldn’t sleep not knowing what might have happened to my cave. I had to know that all my gold was still there. So I set out to check on my cave. Then I arrived, and everything was fine. But before I could leave the cave, there was an earthquake. I tried to escape, but some large rocks fell on my leg, near the entrance.”
He paused for some time. “Now, how did you get here?”
“I fell through a gap from up there,” Matilda said, pointing at the crevice.
“Ah, yes. I noticed that it was lighter here,” said Victor. “Why are you even here?”
“I followed your map, and then after a storm, I ended up here.”
“My map? Of course. From Paullo Saurez. That old monk kept his word. Good fella.”
“Yes, good enough to be your slave.”
“Slave? No, he was my cook, although I did force him. But he cooked well and was obedient, so I trusted him, unlike someone in my crew.”
“Did someone betray you?”
“Yes. I didn’t know who the traitor was when I was sailing back to South England, but I was suspicious of a few. Only I know where the cave is and I only took a few trusted men with me to gather some gold. I had a very good memory of where it is. So while my memory was still fresh, I drew a map to it while sailing back. Then I drew another map, a fake one because I had a feeling that someone would want to steal my map. Then on our way back we stopped at Portugal for supplies, and also I decided to free Paullo to have him keep the map for me because I didn’t feel safe leaving the real map on my ship. We stayed overnight at the port, waiting for the fair wind, it was then that Edward Howard captured my ship, and he also knew about the gold. Howard was already there in Portugal waiting for me. He knew that I stop there quite often on my voyages. It was after that that I knew who did it. It was Geoffrey Lowe. I should have known when he didn’t return to my ship. That scurvy coward! He told Howard about me in Portugal. And Howard is no fool. Wouldn’t follow my fake map but instead, preferred that I personally take him there.”
Then Victor smirked. “And I was not fool enough to lead him right to my gold. Me and what’s left of my crew tried to come up with a plan to overthrow Howard, though it wasn’t easy since they kept a very good eye on me most of the time. But we decided to lead him in circles until we found our opportunity to strike.” He paused. “And what’s also important is that the real map was safe with your mother because of the letter.”
“The letter never got to her. It was found in the shipwreck, along with the fake map.”
“What?” said Victor. “Then Howard never sent the letter?”
“Seems so.”
“That liar! He promised me! He told me that he had sent it before leaving Portugal. Never ever trust an enemy. Never!”
Unknown to both Matilda and Victor, what really happened was this:
About twenty years ago, in the port of Portugal at the rising of the sun, Edward Howard—a fifty-five year old man with a big belly—was kneeling inside his cabin of his ship, his eyes closed and hands clasped together.
“Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,” he started. “My last confession was a week ago and these are my sins. I have slaughtered many men for their money and sold women and children, also for money. I’ve told lies and,” he paused, thinking, “oh, you know, so on and so forth. The Lord has seen it all. Now, will you forgive me, Father?”
Edward opened his eyes and looked up.
Old Father Frank was sitting on a chair before him. A large man stood beside him, holding a blade at his neck.
“Well, I … er …” Father Frank said. He face was colourless.
“Am I forgiven, Father? I need to set sail soon,” Edward said.
The large man grunted and moved the blade closer to Father Frank’s neck. “Yes, yes. God has forgiven you. Go in peace.”
“Good,” Edward said as he stood up. “Now, have all the other lads confessed their sins?”
“Yes, they all have,” said Father Frank, still shaking.
“Therefore my ship is sinless?”
Father Frank nodded quickly.
“Excellent, take him away Don,” Edward said.
Immediately, Don dragged Father Frank out of the cabin.
Edward walked over to his desk and picked up a letter. He was still in his sleepwear as he read the letter. Just then his valet came into the cabin with his freshly washed clothes.
“Morning, Captain.”
“Captain, do you want me to send that letter out before we leave?” asked the valet as he started to dress Edward.
Edward handed the letter to his valet. “If you were Victor Harte’s wife, how would you feel after reading this letter?”
The valet read the letter and then looked up. “Well, he’s in trouble, that’s for sure. I would be very sad, Captain.”
“Hmm, in trouble, indeed,” said Edward. “He could have written this to tell her to get help. I know that sometimes he gets her to do his little side jobs. And you know how he can be full of tricks.”
“Then we should destroy the letter?” asked the valet.
“Oh, I’m not that heartless,” said Edward. “Victor Harte will die after this and I did promise to send this to his wife. And you know that God can be unkind to my ship if I am not a man of my word,” said Edward. He thought for a moment and then laughed. “I’ll keep this letter for now,” he said, taking the letter from the valet and putting it inside the glass bottle along with the fake map. “Like I said, I did promise to send his letter. But I didn't promise to send it straight away,” continued Edward. “So after I get my gold and once he is dead, then I will send out the letter to his poor widowed wife.”
“Ah Captain, you are brilliant,” said his valet.
“Wait,” Victor suddenly said. “How did you manage to find the shipwreck to get the letter?”
It would be a long story to tell, but Matilda summed it up by saying, “I didn’t. The Duke found the letter and then I stole it.”
Victor smiled, “Looks like you inherited something from me.”
“It’s not quite like that,” Matilda said. “Well anyway, I have to find a way out of here.”
Victor was not listening. He was watching something in the stream. “Quick get me the sword.”
Matilda obeyed and came back with the sword. Victor took it and with one quick movement pierced a fish with the sword.
“Ah ha!” he said as he pulled the fish from the spear. “Are you hungry?”
“No, thank you.”
“Don’t mind me,” he said as he started to eat the fish raw. “I don’t get fishes every day you see,” he said as he ate. “Got to survive on whatever I can find. Insects, moss, random plants here and there.”
Matilda started to fiddle with her necklace, wondering if there were any other questions she had for him.
“I gave that to your mother as a wedding gift, you know,” he said between mouthfuls.
“It looks very valuable. Where did you get it?” she said.
“Oh yes, very valuable. That’s why I stole it from a fat rich lady.” Then he laughed at the thought.
“Right,” said Matilda. Then she got up and started to look for a way out.
Suddenly she heard someone calling her name.
“Who was that?” Victor said and started to get up.
Matilda quickly went over to the boulders and yelled through the gaps on the side of the entrance, “I’m here!”
“You brought people?” said Victor.
“Yes.”
“Can they be trusted?”
“Of course,” said Matilda. But then it hit her. She wondered how Victor was going to react when he found out that she had led a group of people to take his gold away. But that was not important right now.
Matilda yelled through the gaps again, “I fell through a gap from above!”
“She said she fell through a gap from up there,” she heard Ralph saying to the others.
“I don’t know,” Victor said. “Even the person closest to you cannot be trusted. I’d better ask Alfred.”
“Who’s Alfred?”
Then Victor went over to the rock and picked up the gold tortoise. Matilda came over to him.
“Alfred will tell me if I should trust these people,” said Victor holding up the tortoise.
Matilda gaped and then scoffed. “You don’t suppose it can talk?”
“Of course he can’t, silly. He will tell me telepathically.”
Victor held the tortoise close to his head, closed his eyes and waited. Then he said, “I hear voices.”
“No doubt,” said Matilda.
“Yes. It’s from Alfred.”
Silence.
Then Victor opened his eyes. “Do you know what he said?”
“What?”
“He said that I should trust NO ONE. Everybody is after my gold. Everyone!”
“Well then, you can stay here with your gold until you die,” said Matilda.
Then Victor started to whimper.
“Please. Let them help you.”
Victor then finally nodded, “All right, all right.”
Some time later, Matilda heard Will’s voice through the crevice above, “Are you down there, Matilda?”
“Yes,” she shouted back.
There was silence.
“We are going to get some ropes to pull you out. We’ll be back,” Will yelled.
“All right!
Matilda sat down and waited.
“Yes. Ha ha! I’m going to be free,” said Victor. Then he started to run, the best he could, into the other section of the cave, screaming, “Free with my gold! Ahhahaha!”
Then Victor came bouncing, in his own way, back to Matilda. Some coins rolled along with him. “Oh my dear, it won’t be long now until you become Princess Matilda. And you can have your pick of all the kings and princes and ——”
“Matilda!”
“Yes. I’m here.”
“We’re going to lower the ropes and pull you up now,” said Ralph.
“Wait!” she called back, “I need you to pull someone up first.”
There was a brief silence.
“What?” called Ralph. “Is there someone with you?”
“Yes!”
“All right, then.”
Matilda went to grab Victor by the arm and they made their way into the water. She then tied the ropes securely around him.
“Hold tight. They will pull you up,” she told him.
“All right! Pull!” she shouted to the above.
Outside the cave, Ralph, Will, Roger and the Prince pulled on the ropes. Eventually, Victor appeared through the crevice. Sir Laurence watched him with a baffled expression.
When Victor was finally out, he sat on the edge of the crevice. Everyone stared at him. They wondered who was this scruffy man could be. Victor, who still had some fish blood left on his face, flashed them a wide smile.
Ralph leaned to Roger, “Who’s the tramp?”
“Hurry up, the Princess is still down there,” said Victor.
They exchanged puzzled looks and then, without losing any more time, they quickly dropped the ropes down the crevice again.
Then Victor yelled down the crevice, “Matilda! Don’t forget to get Alfred!”
“There’s another person down there?” said Sir Laurence.
“Pull!” they heard Matilda shouted.
They started to pull and soon Matilda emerged from the crevice, holding Alfred in one arm. She had also tied the rod to herself.
The Prince helped her to her feet, then he helped her untie herself. Matilda turned to everyone, smiling. “You’re all alive.”
“Do we get Alfred now?” Will said.
“Matilda,” interrupted Victor. “Give me Alfred.”
Matilda passed Alfred and the rod to Victor.
Everyone except Victor turned to look at Matilda.
“I’ll explain when we are on lower ground.”
Eventually, they all made their way down the mountain and then watched two guards carry Victor down.
“The sun. The sun,” sang Victor as they carried him, and then he took in a deep breath and slowly breathed out.
Ralph turned to Matilda. “Say, how does someone like him have all those gold pieces?”
By this time Victor was with them. “Now Matilda, get those men to carry out my gold.”
“Gold!” Ralph and Roger said.
“Yes. This is the cave,” said Matilda.
Ralph started to laugh with joy and then went to shake Roger by the shoulders, “Roger we did it! We don’t need the map. The gold is right here.”
The Prince ordered guards to go inside the cave to collect the treasure. So they went to the horses that they had brought along to gather more ropes, blankets, tents or anything that could be used to carry the treasure. While this was all happening, some guards were sent to return to the ships to gather more men, carts and empty barrels.
Of course, Matilda and Victor were the only ones waiting outside the cave, while everyone went inside to explore.
Matilda gave Victor some food, which he devoured. “Oh, bread. It has been so long.”
Then she sat there pondering how she was going to tell Victor that they are taking his gold to the Queen.
“How do you know these people?” asked Victor. “The tall one with the curls seems suspiciously greedy to me.”
“Don’t worry. He’s my uncle.”
“Uncle? I don’t have any brothers, and neither does your mother.”
“I was adopted.”
“Adopted? Why? What happened to your mother? Oh no, don’t tell me she’s ——”
“No. She’s alive. Except I only met her a few months ago for the first time, since she left me in a monastery when I was a baby.”
Victor gaped. “Why did she do that?”
“She was looking for you.”
“Oh.”
Victor was lost in thought as Matilda watched him from the corner of her eye.
By night time they had shifted all the gold onto the ships. Three of those ships were full of gold, while the others carried a smaller amount.
Matilda had asked the Prince to order men to carry Victor onto the ships first. When Victor was out of earshot, Matilda turned to her companions and told them Victor’s identity. And through this, the Prince learned about Matilda’s true identity.
“Victor Harte!” most of them said.
“Are you serious? He’s alive?” said Ralph.
“And stuck in there for twenty years? I would go mad,” said Roger.
“How did he get stuck in there in the first place?” said Will.
“It’s a long story,” said Matilda.
“Yes. You can tell us once we get on board,” said Sir Laurence.
So they said goodbye to James, who was kind enough to provide them with some provisions for their journey.
Matilda had also advised them to avoid the subject of gold in front of Victor, but Victor had already started the topic himself right after dinner.
After Victor put down his spoon and cleared his throat, he said “Now, I do want to thank you all for bringing all of my gold on to the ships. And I know that you will want a share of it. And I am happy to do that. Let’s say 90-10?”
“90-10? Ha! How about noth——” Ralph was cut off by the Prince, who put a hand on his shoulder.
“Sir, that does sound like a good offer. But we will need some time to think about it,” said the Prince.
“Fine with me. But don’t take too long because my offer might change,” said Victor as he got up and left the room.
Ralph then turned to the Prince. “Your Highness, you don’t need to be soft with him. The man’s a nuthead.”
“And for that reason, we can let him believe what he wants to believe until we return home. I don’t want any hostility on my ship,” said the Prince. Then his eyes met Matilda’s, and he smiled, and she smiled back.
“Very well. Now, pray tell us the full story, Miss Burley,” said Sir Laurence.
So Matilda spent most of the night telling them how she had ended up in the cave with Victor and his story.




Chapter 24
The Duke Interferes
So what has happened to the Duke this whole time? Well, after Matilda had left Portugal with the new map, the Duke lost sight of them after a few days of following. Telescopes had not been invented yet, so the Duke had no choice but to go back to South England and wait for their return.
Although they no longer had the map, Captain George and the helmsman still had a good memory of where they had sailed before, and Sir Laurence, who could vaguely remember the map, was able to provide some helpful guidance. So over the next few months, they were able to make their way into the North Atlantic Ocean.
At night, Victor would sleep in a cabin he shared with Ralph, Roger and Will. Ralph was not particularly happy with this arrangement, what with Victor’s occasional wild outbursts. One day Matilda went into the cabin to see Victor. He was alone in the cabin and was sitting at a desk trimming his beard in front of a small mirror, just as Matilda had expected.
Matilda came over and stood next to him.
“Ah, Matilda,” Victor said when he saw her. He put down his blade. “What do you think?” he said, pointing at his cropped hair.
“Very good,” Matilda said. “Now, my uncle has just told me that you’re using his razor without asking.”
“Humph, I led him to my gold and now he’s complaining about me using his razor, how ungrateful,” Victor said, then he continued trimming his beard.
Matilda smiled. “If there’s anything you need, I can get it for you. You don’t have to take things from others.”
“Aye, but don’t worry. I won’t take long. Just going to trim a bit more,” he turned to face Matilda, “don’t want to come back and scare your mother, you know.” Then he winked at her and returned to his trimming.
Matilda stared at him for a moment.
“You know, twenty years is a long time,” Matilda said.
“You don’t say,” Victor said, still trimming.
“And she thinks you’re dead. Everyone does.”
“Ah-ha.”
Matilda paused, wondering how to word her next sentence. “If you were a young man and your wife had died, would you stay a widower for twenty years?”
“Ha ha. That’s a crazy idea. I am human,” Victor said.
Matilda was watching him. Then Victor suddenly stopped trimming. He put his hands down on the desk and sat frozen like a stone, staring forward.
“She remarried?”
“Yes.”
Then he turned to Matilda and smiled. “Good for her. Now, if you don’t mind, I would like to finish up.”
“Of course.”
After Matilda closed the cabin door, she could hear loud sobbing from inside the cabin.
A few weeks later Matilda woke up to sounds of people walking outside her cabin. She got dressed and stepped out of her cabin. The door of her companion’s cabin was slightly opened and she decided to see if they were still there. So she gave it a light knock, but no one answered. Then she stepped inside and saw only Victor, who was still sleeping with Alfred next to his pillow.
The ship rocked slightly and a book that was on a small stool next to an empty bed slid off the edge. It landed on the floor, spread opened, and two pieces of paper folded in half came out. Matilda went over to pick up the book, which she recognised to be Will’s, and the papers. As she was about to wedge the papers back into the book she could not help but noticed that one of them was a drawing. She unfolded the paper to reveal a sketch of the treasure in the cave. She marvelled at the sketch, knowing that the sight of the treasure in the cave now only existed physically on this paper. Then she noticed the other paper, a warped paper that had some writing on it, so she unfolded it. The writing was slightly smudged and it read:


Oh M, Oh M, Oh M

My longing heart dare not speak this

But only write in poem

That to have M is my one true bliss



Then she put the papers back inside the book and left it on Will’s bed. She  stepped out of the cabin and almost collided with Roger.
“There you are. You weren’t in your cabin,” said Roger.
Matilda was a little slow at responding, but finally said, “Why? What happened?”
“I should ask you. You look flushed,” said Roger.
“Nothing. I’m fine.”
“Well, something happened,” said Roger. “We were just coming out of the mist when a few men spotted a small ship, and as soon as that ship saw us, it quickly sailed away. So now we have stopped to see what to do next.”
When Matilda and Roger came up on the main deck, she could see that their ship, including a few beside them, had emerged from the mist, and it was about an hour after dawn. The other ships behind them had also stopped but were almost invisible in the mist. Everyone was already on deck with the Prince. The Prince had already sent out a small scouting boat to see what was ahead.
Some time later, the boat returned with news.
“There are Spanish ships ahead, Your Highness,” said one guard. “And there were a few others from South England. About twenty of them. All stationary.”
“And the English Channel is just beyond that,” said Sir Laurence.
“It must be the Duke,” said Matilda. “But how?”
“Twenty ships! We’re doomed,” said Roger.
“Did they see you?” Sir Laurence asked the guard.
“No, Sir,” the guard said. “I made sure not to sail too close, and it was misty.”
“Good,” Sir Laurence said.
“Should we take another route,” said Captain George.
“They already are expecting us,” said Sir Laurence. “If they don’t see us after some time, they will know that we have taken another route and then will only attempt to block us again. I suggest we split the ships, Your Highness. We should have some ships, no more than three, with the most gold to sail around and get to North England.”
“Yes, that is a plan,” said the Prince. “And the majority of the ships should stay here as a decoy. I just hope the ships with the gold make it to North England unnoticed.”
“I know this may not sound good,” Matilda said, “but it might be a good idea if Your Highness stays here.”
“I object to that,” said Sir Laurence.
Then Matilda said, “Of course it is up to the Prince, but if they don’t see him they will ——”
“It is not safe for the Prince to stay here against that fleet,” said Sir Laurence.
“No. She is right. They would be suspicious if they don’t see me,” the Prince said.
“But Your Highness, the Queen …” said Sir Laurence.
“That’s enough, Sir Laurence. You will sail back with them as well,” said the Prince.
Sir Laurence sighed. “Yes, Your Highness. We will send out reinforcements as soon as we arrive.”
And with that, everyone except the Prince transferred to the three ships full of gold. As they sailed away, Victor became confused about all that was happening.
“Where have all the other ships gone?” he said.
“We’re leaving them,” said Matilda.
“Why?”
“We have to take the gold to North England,” said Ralph.
“North England? Why there?”
“For the Queen, of course,” said Ralph with amusement, who purposely wanted to reveal the truth to Victor.
“The Queen? You’re giving some of my gold to the Queen?” said Victor.
Ralph chuckled, “Not some. All of it.”
“What’s the meaning of this? Matilda?”
Matilda, who had her back turned the whole time, turned to Victor and said, “Yes. That is right. We are taking the gold to the Queen. And please be quiet. We’re not supposed to be seen.”
“The gold is mine. Stop the ship right now,” Victor said.
“No,” Matilda said firmly. “We are taking this gold to the Queen and then getting reinforcements because the Prince is back there with twenty enemy ships against him. The gold is for his people because the country needs it. So I am sorry that you can’t have all the gold.”
“Matilda, you betrayed me. You would betray your own father?”
“Father? Not once have I called you father. How can I? When I see you, all I feel is pity. That’s right. I pity you for what you have become because of your greed. And I never agreed with your violence.”
“Well, I told you before. The world is not going to give you what you want so you have to get it yourself,” Victor said. “So I had a reputation to uphold. No one fears a pirate who shows mercy."
Matilda stepped closer to Victor. “You’re no different to those bandits that massacred the people in my monastery. Do you know how it feels for a four-year-old to come out and see all the people who raised her lying dead on the floor? Do you?”
She paused looking at him. “I still hear them screaming to this day.”
Victor was speechless and only stared, wide-eyed, at Matilda. Then Matilda walked away and climbed onto the quarterdeck.
After the three ships had gone, the Prince waited where he was to give them a head start. But he knew he could not wait too long, and he had to deceive the Duke into thinking that he was unaware of the Duke’s ships and therefore had no time to devise a plan. So he only waited for a few more hours before he started to sail forward again.
The Duke had just got out on deck when a sailor came to inform him of some approaching ships. The Duke made his way to the forecastle deck and looked out into the distant.
Señor Gonzalo had just joined the Duke. He was the Spanish captain that King Lucas had assigned to work with the Duke.
“I see they’re finally here,” Señor Gonzalo said. “I hope my King won’t be disappointed this time.”
“Well, we do have the advantage,” said the Duke. “Look, they only have eight ships left.”
“Hmm, the weather may not have been kind to them,” Sir Gonzalo said. “Do you think there’s any gold on those ships?”
“We’ll just have to board them and find out,” said the Duke.
The Prince and his ships stopped sailing when they could see the Duke’s ships ahead, in full view. Then he waited. Not long after, a longboat approached. There were two men and a messenger on the boat, who rowed close to the ship that the Prince was on. Then the messenger stood up.
“I have a message from the Duke of South England for the Prince of North England,” he called.
The Prince appeared on the edge of the deck.
“I am here,” said the Prince. “What does he want?”
“You are outnumbered. Surrender the gold now or die,” said the messenger.
After some time the messenger returned to the Duke.
“What did he say?” the Duke said.
“The Prince said thank you for the message and that he would rather die than surrender, Your Grace.” He paused. “And he also said that if we were to try to come near, he would pour all the gold into the sea.”
“Ha! The boy’s bluffing,” said Señor Gonzalo.
“Perhaps, but we can’t be sure,” said the Duke. “We can send out a few ships and have our men board his ships. We’ll see if he’s bluffing or not. But also order them not to sink any of his ships.”
Meanwhile, the three ships were about to pass Newquay, a port in South England. Matilda had returned to the main deck to join the others.
“There is something I’m worried about,” Sir Laurence said.
“What is it, Sir Laurence?” Will said.
“You see, even if we managed to inform the Queen, we may not be able to overcome their ships,” Sir Laurence said. “The Queen currently has very few ships left from the last invasion. No more than twelve. And we are low on men and gunpowder.”
“Then the Prince might die?” said Roger.
“The odds are against him,” said Laurence. “The Queen’s ships are not strong enough, and it is very likely that they will not arrive in time to the Prince. The Prince’s ships could all be destroyed now, even as we speak.”
Matilda walked to the edge of the ship and looked out to sea, deep in thought. Some time later she turned around. “I think I have an idea.”
They all looked at her.
“We know that King Anthony wants to invade North England. I’m sure he has many ships ready. And even if he doesn’t have enough ships, there should be enough to weaken a few of the Duke’s ships, making it easier for the Queen.”
“And why would the King fight the Duke for us?” Ralph said.
“Well, Sir Laurence, you once told us that the Duke had signed an agreement with the Spanish King, it that right?” said Matilda.
“Yes. That’s correct,” said Sir Laurence. “I see now, you’re going to show it to King Anthony and let him believe that the Duke and the Spaniards are here to invade him.”
“That’s correct.”
“But the Duke’s ships are out there against the Prince. How are we going to get them to invade South England?” said Roger.
“I believe the next part of your plan is to get a decoy and lure them towards South England. That way the King would definitely believe that they are invading him,” said Will.
“Precisely. By that time the Queen should be able to send out her ships,” said Matilda.
“And hopefully there’ll be so much damage that she won’t have to lift a finger,” said Sir Laurence. “Why, Miss Burley, the Queen had intended you to become her lady-in-waiting, but I think your talent would be wasted there.”
They all went to inform Captain George of their plan, that is, to make a quick stop at Newquay to buy new ships to act as decoys, and then stop at a port in South England closest to Esterwall. After this, Sir Laurence would travel with the three ships of gold straight to North England.
Sir Laurence did not leave immediately but stood for a moment watching Victor, who sat on a wooden cargo box nearby looking troubled. Victor had heard everything that they had discussed.
Victor raised his eyes to Sir Laurence.
“Why are they doing all this?” he said.
“Because they don’t want to see suffering around them,” said Sir Laurence.




Chapter 25
Through the English Channel
The Duke had sent nine galleons toward the Prince’s ships. As they approached, the Prince had separated four ships—with the least amount of gold on them—as fire ships. These ships made their way to the galleons. As they did, the men on board set fire to their ships and then jumped off, letting their fire ships sail straight into the galleons. The ships collided and then there were explosions, bringing many galleons down. The Prince sent out more ships to shoot the remaining galleons with cannons.
The Duke called his galleons to retreat, and then the Prince did the same with his ships.
“Those four fire ships he sent out don’t seem to have any gold onboard,” said the Duke.
“I think you might be wrong, Duke,” said Señor Gonzalo. “Look, I see something in the water.”
There were some gold plates and handicrafts left from the explosions that had made their way towards the Duke.
“What is he doing?” said the Duke. “Is he that mad to lose all his gold to fight a pointless battle?”
“Why not, he would probably rather lose it all than let us have it,” said Señor Gonzalo.
“I think there’s more to this. He’s up to something,” said the Duke.
“He’s down to four ships. I’m sure most of the gold is in those ships. What shall we do now?” said Señor Gonzalo.
“Give me some time to think this through, Señor Gonzalo,” said the Duke.
Meanwhile, King Anthony was in this study when his valet just came into the room.
“Your Majesty, the guards said that they have captured a Matilda Burley. Or to be more precise, she walked right up to them.”
“Really?” said the King.
“Yes, Sire. And she wants to speak with you. She said it’s very important.”
“Hmm. Yes, I have something important to discuss with her too. Bring her into the throne room.”
The King sat on his throne and the guards brought Matilda to him.
“Ah, I see now. You were disguised as Matthew Dudley. The Duke has told me all about you.”
Matilda smiled. “Yes, and there’s a lot of things he still hasn’t told you.”
“Oh. What then?”
“He has eyes on your thrown and is plotting with the Spanish King to overthrow you.”
“Oh, really? And why should I believe you? What do you want out of this?”
“Simple. I am tired of hiding. So in return for my freedom, I have told you the Duke’s secret. All the evidence is in his study. And not only that, he and the Spaniards have gathered ships to invade you at this very moment.”
In the meantime, Ralph and Roger, and a few other guards, had bought two ships from Newquay and were now sailing on one and leading the other. They also had men display the North England flag on all of the mastheads. Now they must attract the Duke’s attention as they sailed towards the English Channel. Captain George was with them, steering the ship and sweating from fear.
“Relax, Captain George. I don’t want you to faint, not this time,” said Ralph. Then he noticed that Captain George’s hands were trembling, so he put a hand on the Captain’s shoulder. “We need sturdy hands for this,” and he took over the ship’s wheel. The Captain looked at him surprise, “Are you sure?”
“No fear, Captain,” said Ralph. “I’ve watched you enough to do well enough.”
“What if they get to us before we can even lead them to the King,” said Captain George.
“Have courage, Captain,” said Ralph. “If we survived a storm, then we can survive this.”
“I think I can see them now,” cried Roger.
“Alright, let’s get a little closer,” said Ralph as he steered.
At that moment, the Duke and Señor Gonzola had just sent out fifteen ships to capture the Prince’s remaining four ships. They had decided that the Prince was trying to deceive them into thinking that he would throw all his gold away if they approached.
“Fifteen should be enough,” said the Duke. “He should run out of ammunition before knocking down all fifteen, that is, if he decides to shoot. Otherwise, getting on board of his ships should be easy.”
Some time later, the Prince saw the fifteen ships approaching in the distance. He sighed. He knew that reinforcements couldn’t arrive this soon. Then he turned around to his men, who were waiting for his commands. They all wore worried expressions, knowing that their end was near. They just did not know if they would be ordered to fight till the death or surrender.
“Men,” said the Prince, “it has been a great honour to fight beside you. And it is a privilege to die with such a brave ——”
“Err … Your Highness?” said a guard.
“What?”
The guard pointed beyond the Prince. Then the Prince turned around.
“They’re leaving,” said another guard in astonishment.
All the men had forgotten their positions and started to make their way to the edge of the deck to get a better view.
“They’re leaving!” cried another.
“We’re saved!” shouted another.
Then everyone started to jump and dance for joy amongst themselves. Everyone was celebrating but the Prince, who was still standing there in shock, watching the mass of ships leave.
“Why?” he asked himself. Then some moments later, “They know about the other ships?”
Back in the throne room, the guards brought many things that they found in the Duke’s study to the King. The King spotted the small chest first. “What’s that?” Then he took out the gold coins and examined them.
“It’s the chest he found in Victor Harte’s shipwreck. That’s where the map was,” said Matilda.
“I thought you had the map?” said the King.
“I did and so did the Duke. He had a copy and had gone after the treasure in secret.”
Then the Chamberlain handed a piece of paper to the King. “Sire, read this. It’s their agreement.”
The King read quickly and then put the paper down, “How dare he. And I trusted him all this time.”
“And Your Majesty,” said the Chamberlain, now holding a pile of papers. “He had some of your guards and sailors sign these papers agreeing to be discreet about him working with the Spaniards, in return for higher wages.”
“And I allowed him the funds to do that! That scoundrel!”
“And Sire, Sir Devon has also signed,” added the Chamberlain.
“I will have the Duke hanged for treason!” said the King.
Then Lord Stanley and a general burst into the room.
“Your Majesty! They are here! The Duke and the Spaniards. We saw their ships!” he cried.
“What are you waiting for? Get every ship out there, now!” said the King.
“We have, Your Majesty. All of the ships are on their way now,” said the general.
Then the King got up from his throne and started to make his way out of the room. But before he left he stopped at Matilda. “I’m not finished with you yet. I still haven’t forgotten what happened in Oxford. Guards! Take her away.”
Matilda did not protest as she knew that this would happen. The guards then took her down into the dungeons and locked her in a cell. She sat down on the floor and hoped that everything would go as planned.
By now all of the Duke’s ships had begun chasing after Ralph’s ships, heading towards the English Channel.
“I should have known. I knew there was something suspicious about all of this,” said the Duke as his ships sailed into the English Channel.
“Well Duke, I wish you had discovered this sooner. It looks like our gold is getting away,” said Señor Gonzalo.
“I wish you could be more optimistic, Señor Gonzalo,” said the Duke. “It won’t be long until we catch up, and they are defenceless.”
Meanwhile, Matilda was staring at the small cell window way above her head. Suddenly a guard came to her cell.
“Matilda,” he said.
She turned her head, “Will.”
Will was disguised as a royal guard and had made his way into the dungeons.
“Oh, I’m so glad to see you,” she said, standing at the cell bars.
“I’m going to get you out,” he said taking out a chain of keys.
“Are there any guards out there?” whispered Matilda.
“Yes, but we can avoid them. And I know a way out, behind the dungeon with hardly any guards,” said Will. “Best to keep your handcuffs on to avoid any suspicion. And we must hurry, your father is waiting outside with an unconscious guard.”
“My father?”
“Yes, he insisted on coming,” said Will.
Eventually, they got away from the castle. Will had arranged three horses, and they rode down towards Portsmouth to help Ralph and Roger. They quickly set out and rode at full speed, without stopping.
The chase was still going along the English Channel and had been in progress for some hours.
“Look! More ships up ahead,” said Roger. “They must be the King’s.”
“You’re right. Let’s get ready,” said Ralph, and then he let go of the wheel and called out to the men on the deck, “Abandon ship!” Then he held up a small red flag to signal the other ship to do the same. Not long after, they all got into the longboats and rowed away, watching their abandoned ships sail aimlessly towards the King’s fleet. The fleet had come out of Portsmouth a few hours earlier and was now approaching the Duke’s ships at full speed.
“It looks like they have lost their steering,” said Señor Gonzalo.
“This doesn’t look right,” said the Duke.
Some moments later, they heard a cannonball hit one of the ships ahead.
“What was that?” said Señor Gonzalo. “They are attacking?”
A guard came running up to the Duke. “Your Grace, one of our ships has been attacked.”
“By Prince Henry’s ship?” said the Duke.
“No, Your Grace. By the King’s ships,” said the guard.
“What? Let them know that I am here,” said the Duke.
But it was pointless. Some of the ships had already engaged in battle.
“This is a disaster. Does your King not ask first before he starts shooting?” said Señor Gonzalo. “And why has he sent out his ships?”
The Duke did not answer. He was preoccupied with trying to understand the situation.
After a long wait, the guard returned.
“What’s happening?” the Duke asked before the guard could speak. “What has happened to those two ships?”
The guard was wide-eyed, like a terrified rabbit. “Your Grace,” he finally managed to say, “those two ships were abandoned and, and …”
“Go on!” said the Duke.
“A … and the King has ordered the attack on you. You have been charged for treason, Your Grace.”
The Duke began to chuckle and then feeling faint, he supported himself with one hand on the handrail.
“And how did the King know about this?” asked the Duke.
“They say that Matilda Burley went to the King and told him everything,” said the guard.
“What now, Duke?” said Señor Gonzalo.
“There’s nothing else to do. I’ve failed,” the Duke said. “Two abandoned ships?” He chuckled, “I’ve been tricked again!”
Then he turned to the guard. “I suppose now you want to run for your life. I’m not the Duke anymore.”
“Sorry, sir,” and then he ran off.
“Well, there is no reason for me to stay,” said Señor Gonzalo. “My mission was to simply get the gold for my King, not to waste all his ships in another disaster. This is not our battle.”
And with that, he transferred to his Spanish ship and sailed away with the rest of them. The Duke was left alone, with only a few ships remaining. Most of the men had also left as they knew they would also be charged with treason. After some time the royal guards arrived to arrest the Duke, but when they boarded the ship, they could not find him.
Matilda, Will and Victor had finally arrived at the shore. It was almost dusk, and they still had not seen Ralph and Roger.
They decided to split along the shore to find them. While they did this, Victor stayed behind to mind the horses. Matilda walked along the sand for some time but could not see them. Eventually, she turned around and started to head back. As she walked back she sensed someone approaching from behind. She quickly turned around saw the Duke. He was pointing a sword at her.
“Matilda Burley, aren’t I lucky to find you here,” said the Duke. After his tragic failures, the Duke had disappeared from his ship to find a quiet place to end it all. But he saw Matilda on shore and vengeance consumed him. Matilda Burley, he thought, every time something happened, it was the name to blame. Had she not trespassed into my study and stole the map and letter, no one else would have the map but me. Had she not sided with the Queen, situations would not have been so difficult. But above all, had she not turned the King against me, I wouldn’t be here with nothing. Nothing to return to and nothing to go to.
Matilda stepped back, but the Duke only stepped forward with his sword. She could not get away.
“What do you want?” she said.
“Why, to kill you of course,” said the Duke. Now, before I kill myself because of my miserable failures, I must kill you first.”
“You only have yourself to blame. Nobody asked you to overthrow the King,” said Matilda.
“Anyone could have overthrown that pathetic King eventually, so I decided it should be me.”
Then he lifted his sword and struck, but Matilda dodged and fell to the ground.
“Keep still, it will be over quickly,” said the Duke. Then he went in for another strike, but Matilda quickly threw sand at his face.
The Duke shielded himself with his arm, and without warning, Matilda swiftly grabbed the dagger that hung from his belt and got to her feet.
The Duke drove the sword at Matilda, but she blocked it with the dagger. “It must sting to be so close to being King,” she said, warding off his sword.
The Duke retreated. “I have you to thank for that.” Then he tried to strike her, but she dodged.
“No, I’m talking about you,” Matilda said.
“Oh?”
“You had everything to make you King. You were King Martin’s son.”
He slashed, she blocked, “And his first born.”
He drove his sword with strength, and it crossed with her dagger, and they held like so for a moment. Matilda felt his strength overpowering hers. “But your mother was not the Queen.”
She let go and fell on the ground, quickly holding up the dagger to block an attack, but the Duke’s blade flicked the dagger out of her hand. The dagger spun far away. Now the Duke’s sword pointed at her neck. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing: trying to distract me with words.”
Then the Duke turned his head and saw someone speed towards him, their sword driving at his neck. The Duke leapt back to dodge the attack.
Will stood with his sword raised at the Duke. Matilda quickly got to her feet,  Will motioning for her to stay behind him.
“Ah, I see now, you’re not alone,” said the Duke. Immediately, the Duke engaged in a duel with Will.
Steel clashed and criss-crossed.
Matilda stepped back as Will evaded a blow. Will engaged the Duke in another duel, then the Duke slashed across Will’s left shoulder.
“Will!” said Matilda. She tried to look around for the dagger but could not see it. It was getting dark, and the weeds and other vegetation made it difficult to find.
The duel then renewed and eventually the Duke slashed Will’s thigh. Will’s knees buckled and he dropped to the sand, one hand on his wound while, with his other hand, he tried to parry the attack. But the Duke disarmed him, and his sword flew some feet away, out of reach. Matilda ran towards Will, and as she did so the Duke turned, driving the sword towards her. She heard Will cry, “No,” and then CLANG as the sword was blocked by Victor’s rod.
“Get back, you,” said Victor as he hopped forward and tried to push the Duke away with his rod. Without warning, the Duke plunged the sword into Victor’s abdomen. Victor never stood a chance.
“No!” said Matilda.
The Duke withdrew his sword; Victor fell to the ground. Suddenly a dagger pierced the Duke’s back. Will had spotted the Duke’s dagger just moments before.
The Duke fell.
Will and Matilda hurried over to Victor’s side; he was breathing rapidly.
Victor’s eyes turned to Matilda.
“I never have done anything right. Forgive me?”
“Yes, Father.”
He gave a weak smile, and then his breathing slowed to nothing. Matilda lowered her head, her eyes closed. No tears fell, only a quiet sigh.
“There they are!” cried Roger from a distance.
Matilda and Will turned and saw Roger and Ralph approaching. And behind them was a ship to take them back to North England.




Epilogue
In the months that followed, North England was able to recover quickly, with help of the new gold. Some taxes were abolished, and the citizens were happy. Some months later, King Anthony, unaware of the Queen’s new-found wealth, attempted to invade North England. Naturally, he soon surrendered to the Queen’s powerful force. She, in turn, conquered South England and united the two countries to become England once again. King Anthony’s whereabouts was unknown after this, but some have seen him living in France in a cottage near a lake.
With Northern England being so much colder and wetter, the Queen decided to have her main palace in the south.
“Where would you like your palace, Majesty?” said Sir Laurence. “They say Esterwall Palace is the finest in the south.”
“Urrgh, I’m not living anywhere that reminds me of him. Perhaps London, near the river. I want to build a palace there,” said the Queen.
After returning from South England, Matilda had resumed her normal life but had also been a familiar face in the palace. She was often invited to visit the Queen and enjoyed assisting Sir Laurence in his work.
Despite the rough experiences they had endured at sea, Ralph and Roger still find pleasure in cruising the ocean, and so occasionally set out on their ship, along with Martha, Luke and Grandfather Tom.
While Will was recovering from his wounds, he completed a painting of the treasure in the cave, based on his sketch. The Queen loved it so much that Will leased his painting to her. She hung it in her palace, where many people around the world would come to see it. Soon Will had the desire to travel again and arranged to do so over the coming months. But before that, there were some things that he wanted to sort out first. One of those things was to pay his family a visit.
Mr and Mrs Sheffield were just heading to their house one afternoon when their friend, Mr Kent, approached them.
“I just saw your son in the marketplace. He was buying a whole lot of gifts,” said Mr Kent.
“Issac?” said Mr Sheffield.
“No, I mean William.”
“Will? Did you really see him?” said Mrs Sheffield.
“Humph, I have no such son,” said Mr Sheffield.
“Then I must have come to the wrong house,” came a voice.
Mr and Mrs Sheffield turned around and saw Will leaning outside his carriage window with a smile. They had heard the sound of a carriage behind them but did not expect it to be their son. The carriage driver doffed his hat to them.
Mrs Sheffield was teary. “Oh my Will, come out here, darling.”
“That’s a nice carriage you got there,” said Mr Kent as Will climbed down. “How did you manage to afford it?”
“Yes, how Will?” asked Mr Sheffield. “What could you possibly do to get something like that.”
“I could tell you, but you may not believe me,” said Will in a haughty manner with a hint of amusement.
“Humph, try me,” said Mr Sheffield.
“Oh, do tell us,” said Mrs Sheffield.
So over the course of the few days that Will stayed in his old home, he told his family everything that had happened since he had left. His mother was amazed, but his father and brothers were sceptical. Soon they were completely convinced when a herald arrived at their home one day to announce that Will and his family were invited to the Queen’s ceremony.
The Queen held the ceremony, celebrating her new victories and honouring those who had taken part in it, at her new palace in London. All of Matilda’s family was there, including Katherine, who brought along Gilbert (who wished he was twenty years younger and had chosen a more adventurous career) and Rose (who wished she was twenty years younger when she saw Prince Henry). Once the ceremony was done, the Queen clapped her hands for the music and dance to begin.
Some moments after, the Prince had just finished talking with the Queen and then started to make his way toward the dancing crowd. His eyes were searching until he spotted Matilda. Her right hand had joined Will’s right hand, palm to palm, while they turned, circling in a dance; their gazes locked. The Prince smiled and then left, knowing that she would not be dancing with anyone else.
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