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Dedication

For the children who stay awake to see what happens next.
And for the adults who still remember that they did.




About This Book

Sally is eight and she has a plan. Stay awake, catch the tooth fairy, see the wings. She has the torch. She has the tooth. She has Rory the wolfhound, who already knows something is coming.





The fairy who arrives has no wings worth mentioning. What she has is a ledger, a pair of silver calipers, and the air of someone who has been doing this job since before anyone alive was born. Her name is Vespera. Sally's tooth, she explains, is not a coin-swap. It is a key.





What it opens is a museum — not of paintings or artefacts, but of everything childhood leaves behind when it grows up. Forgotten imaginary friends. Jars of playground laughter from 1924. Kites whose owners stopped running. Drawers of first drawings. A lost-and-found where nothing has ever been claimed.





Tonight, a Runaway Dream has escaped its jar. It belongs to a boy who has stopped looking up at the sky. If Sally and Vespera don't return it before dawn, it will dissolve — and the boy will wake up with a hole in his heart where a wonder used to be.





Sally and the Night Doors is the first book in the Moonbeam Stables series. It is for children who are eight and for adults who remember being eight and feel the ache of that. It is for anyone who has ever put something under a pillow and hoped for more than a coin.
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Moonbeam Stables

      In the hill country of New Zealand, the wind usually brings the scent of mown grass, but the night Sally's tooth finally came free, the air smelled of library dust and things that had been forgotten on purpose.

      Moonbeam Stables sat tucked into a fold of the earth where the paddocks met the mist. It was a place of hard edges and soft sounds — the sharp click of a latch, the heavy thud of a horse's heart against a stable door, the quiet pride of a vegetable garden that actually grew what it was told. To Sally's mum, Ruby, the farm was a victory of soil over stubbornness. To her dad, Neville, it was a piece of England that had simply grown a bit more adventurous.

      The farm had come to them the way good things sometimes do — through stubbornness and a secondhand map. Neville had seen the listing on a Tuesday, shown it to Ruby on a Wednesday, and by Thursday they had made a decision that required three removal lorries, one very unhappy wolfhound in a travel crate, and the kind of argument about curtain measurements that is only possible between two people who are actually very certain they are doing the right thing. They had arrived in autumn, when the hills were the colour of rust and the horses were already waiting in the paddocks as though they had been expecting somebody.

      Sally had been five then. She barely remembered England — only the grey of the sky, the smell of her grandmother's kitchen, and the particular feeling of carpet under bare feet that was different from any carpet she had known since. New Zealand had replaced all of it, slowly and without ceremony, the way good places do. The farm was simply home now. The language of it was in her hands and her boots and the exact angle she had to lean to latch the top stable door.

      But to Sally, tonight, the farm was merely the stage for a stakeout.

      She sat cross-legged on her bed, her back against the headboard, watching the moon perform its slow, silver arc across the windowpane. In her palm lay the tooth. It was small, ridged, and surprisingly white, like a chip of fallen star. She had washed it twice under the kitchen tap until it shone.

      The plan was simple. She would stay awake. She had done it before — at Christmas, with only partial success, and once during a thunderstorm, which had worked but only because she was too scared to close her eyes. Tonight, she had advantages. She had positioned her bedside torch under the pillow like a reserve weapon. She had drunk two glasses of water at supper, which Neville had remarked on with the mild suspicion of a man who had learned to read his daughter's preparations. And she had decided — and it had taken some deciding — that she did not need to know everything about the tooth fairy. She only needed to see the wings.

      'You aren't supposed to be awake, Sal,' a voice rumbled from the floor.

      Rory, the Irish Wolfhound, was a tangled rug of grey wire and devotion. He didn't open his eyes, but his tail gave one singular, hollow thump against the floorboards. Sally didn't need him to speak; she felt the weight of his worry in the way he shifted his paws. Rory disapproved of late nights on principle. He disapproved of disrupted routines the way Harry disapproved of aphids — quietly, consistently, and with the patient certainty that he would eventually be proven right.

      'I have to be,' Sally whispered, tucking the tooth under the corner of her pillow with the precision of a master thief. 'If I sleep, she'll just leave a coin and I'll never know how she got in. Coins are boring, Rory. I want to see the wings.'

      Rory didn't answer. He simply lifted his head, his black nose twitching towards the door. He didn't smell the horses, or the damp wool of the blankets, or even the rabbit he'd chased near the creek that afternoon. He smelled something else entirely — something that had no name in the language of farms or paddocks or ordinary nights.

      The waiting was the hardest part. Sally had not anticipated how large a bedroom becomes at half past eleven when the rest of the house is asleep. The familiar posters on the wall looked darker than usual. Barnaby the rocking horse stood in the corner with his chewed ear and his patient, wooden expression, and Sally found herself wondering, not for the first time, whether he saw things when the lights were out that he was too polite to mention. When the air deepened and the shadows thickened, Sally could have sworn his painted eye looked a little wider than usual. She decided not to think about that.

      The hallway clock ticked. A horse shifted in the stable below the window. The wind moved through the gum trees near the creek with a sound like someone turning pages.

      The air in the room didn't just change — it deepened. The shadows in the corners grew thick and velvety, like the coat of a black horse in winter. The ticking of the hallway clock slowed, the seconds stretching out until they weren't seconds at all, but long, quiet breaths.

      Sally felt a sudden chill on the back of her neck — not the cold of a draught, but the stillness of a museum after the doors have locked.

      'Ah,' a dry, soft voice said from the foot of the bed. 'You're awake. That complicates things — but perhaps we can make use of it.'

      Sally froze.

      She had imagined this moment approximately forty-seven times. In her imaginings, the tooth fairy was small and pink and produced a quantity of glitter broadly equivalent to a craft morning gone wrong. There was usually a wand. There was always a sound — a chime, or a sparkle, or at the very minimum a respectable hum.

      There was none of that.

      At the end of her duvet sat a figure that did not glitter. She was small — smaller than Sally had imagined, and somehow more solid, as though she had weight and purpose and a schedule to keep. Her coat was the colour of a moth's wing: not grey exactly, not brown exactly, but the specific shade of something that belonged to the hours between midnight and dawn. Her hair rose from her head in a soft, weightless cloud, the colour and texture of dandelion seeds about to depart. It looked as though a single breath might send it drifting, but it didn't drift. It simply existed, very still, like everything else about her.

      She was not holding a wand.

      She was holding a small, silver pair of calipers in one hand, and in the crook of her other arm, a leather-bound ledger with a spine so worn that the title, if there had ever been one, had long since been rubbed away. The calipers were precise and workmanlike. The ledger looked as though it had been filled, and refilled, and filled again, across a span of time that Sally did not have a number for.

      There was nothing sparkly about any of it. There was nothing pink. There was, however, something that Sally could only describe later, lying in the dark after Vespera had gone, as the feeling of standing next to something very old that was also, quietly and without fuss, extremely capable.

      She looked, Sally thought, like someone who had been young for a very long time and had simply decided to stay there.

      The creature looked at Sally, then at the vibrating tip of Rory's nose, and finally at the corner of the pillow. Rory had not moved. He was sitting very straight, his tail still, his eyes on Vespera with the focused calm of a dog who has assessed a situation and decided, provisionally, that it does not require intervention.

      'Well?' the creature asked, her voice like the rustle of old parchment. 'Are you going to keep staring, or are you going to show me the key?'

  

      The creature's eyes weren't bright like stars; they were dark and deep, like the water in the farm's old stone well. Sally realised with a start that this wasn't the visitor from her mum's stories — there was no pink tutu, no trail of glitter, and certainly no magic wand. This person looked like she had work to fulfil, and she looked like she had been practising it for a very, very long time.

      'I'm Sally,' Sally managed to say, her voice catching.

      'I know,' the creature replied, checking a line in her ledger. 'Vespera. But we haven't time for introductions. We have a gap to manage, and the sun is particularly stubborn in this part of the world.'

      'You don't look very old,' Sally said.

      Vespera turned a page in her ledger. 'I am not
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