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September 1937

‘It seems strange to think that we’ll be third years,’ said Stella.

‘Yes,’ said Justice. ‘I thought I’d get expelled long before this.’

Stella laughed, but Justice wasn’t entirely sure that she had been joking. She thought back to the first time she’d seen Highbury House, almost exactly a year ago. She had been on her own then, sitting in the back of a taxi, trying desperately not to show how scared she felt. She’d never been to boarding school before; she’d never been to any kind of school. She remembered how Highbury House had loomed up out of the darkness, its four turrets black against the sky, and she had thought: This is the perfect place for a murder.

Today was very different. They were being driven by Justice’s father, Herbert Jones, and Justice was with her best friend, Stella. She’d never had a best friend before – except Peter, who was more like a brother – and now she had two: Stella and Dorothy. Nothing, not even going back to boarding school, seems as bad when you have a friend with you.

Stella lived near Justice in London so it was easy for Herbert to take them both back. Besides, Stella’s father’s ancient car had finally broken down for good. Justice knew that she should feel sorry about this but she was just happy to have Stella’s company. Even though she knew the school now, it was still daunting to think that, in a few minutes, they would see the headmistress, Miss de Vere, and all the other teachers, not to mention their fellow pupils.

‘There it is!’ said Stella.

It was a bright September afternoon so the school didn’t look quite as much like a haunted castle as usual. It was still ridiculously large and gloomy, rising up out of the flat marshland like some sort of mirage, but when you know every inch of a place it somehow loses its power to terrify you. Justice had even explored the attics and the cellars, although these were strictly out of bounds.

‘Do try not to break so many rules this year, Justice,’ said her father. It was as if he had read her mind.

‘I only do that when I’m trying to solve a mystery,’ protested Justice. But her father was laughing. He was a lawyer, so Justice supposed that he was used to people breaking rules.

‘There aren’t going to be any mysteries this term,’ said Stella. She sounded hopeful.

Justice knew that Stella didn’t enjoy adventures as much as she did but she couldn’t help hoping for a little excitement. Not an actual murder – just something unusual happening. Something a little out of the ordinary.

At that moment, a headless horseman reared up in front of them.

Justice screamed, although afterwards she wished she hadn’t. Herbert swore and slammed on the brakes.

‘The headless horseman,’ breathed Stella. Their friend, Nora, had told them this ghost story last term.

‘Nonsense,’ said Herbert. ‘It’s a girl in a hood.’

Justice wound down her window and saw that Dad was right. It was a girl in a black cloak on a white horse. The horse was beautiful, with a flowing mane and tail, but it seemed agitated, half rearing, its nostrils wide.

‘What were you playing at?’ the girl shouted at Dad. ‘Road hog!’

Dad didn’t reply that the girl had just appeared from nowhere. He got out of the car. ‘Are you all right?’ He extended a hand towards the frightened horse.

‘Don’t touch Cloud!’

Justice opened the car door. But, before she could move any further, two other horses suddenly emerged from a gap in the hedge, further up the road. They were ridden by adults in proper riding clothes: breeches, boots and tweed hacking jackets.

‘Oh my goodness, Letitia,’ said the woman, riding a brown horse. ‘What happened?’

‘This man nearly killed me,’ said the girl. Letitia.

‘You crossed the road without looking,’ said Dad, but mildly.

‘You can’t go galloping off like that, Letitia,’ said the man, who was riding a huge black horse. ‘You could have been killed.’ He raised his hat to Dad. ‘Thank you for stopping so quickly, Mr Jones.’

And, with that, he turned and clattered away up the road. The two other horses followed him. Justice watched as they found the gap in the hedge and cantered off over the field, black, white and brown manes flying.

Herbert got back into the car and grinned at the two girls.

‘Well, that was an adventure.’

They agreed that it was. But Justice was thinking: how had the man known Dad’s name?
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