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It’s not my mother that I fear 
nor my father’s rage.

For both my parents need me 
to help them in old age.

But there are armoured monsters, 
that fill my heart with dread.

They kidnap naughty children – 
that’s what my mother said.

It’s not the darkness that I fear.

It’s not for dawn I pray.

For these beasts will go hunting
 at any time of day.

Beware the knocking at the door, 
beware the krootymoosh.

Beware their rattling cages.

They do not pity youth.

It’s not my mother that I fear 
nor my father’s rage.

For both my parents need me 
to help them in old age.

– Nursery rhyme from the Lowlands
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The trees leaned out of Ochi’s way, creating a path through the darkness.

Ochi walked without hesitation. She knew her way through these woods – she was the forest witch, after all.

A pony followed at a respectful distance. There was a pillowcase tied to its saddle with a very strange clock inside.

Anneshka Mazanar followed the pony. There was nothing respectful about the way that she walked. She muttered as she stumbled through the forest. Andel’s mechanical dragon had scorched her hands and face. She’d lost a slipper and her wedding dress was in tatters. Brambles trailed from her petticoats, swishing like a long barbed tail.

Although Anneshka’s burns were painful, the thought of what she’d lost hurt more. She’d been this close to being crowned queen. This close to fulfilling her destiny.

Now Drakomor was dead. And it wouldn’t be long before all of Yaroslav heard about the things she had done; the people she’d had killed and the prince who’d got away …

Anneshka imagined her mother’s reaction. You could have married the king, but oh no! You had to have a dragon, had to set fire to the castle. Stupid girl. What will the neighbours say?

No. Anneshka would not return to Yaroslav. The witch was her only hope.

Ochi strode ahead, lantern swinging. She was tall and slender with pale skin and black hair. She’d offered Anneshka shelter. Perhaps she had answers too.

The witch knows where I’m destined to rule, thought Anneshka. She gritted her teeth and limped on. I can still have a kingdom and a castle. I’ ll show mother. I’ ll show everyone.

Ochi’s cottage appeared without warning. One moment, there was nothing but trees, the next Anneshka was standing by an old house. Ochi was busy unsaddling the pony so Anneshka let herself in.

There was a fireplace and higgledy-piggledy furniture. There were lots of clay pots, and a chicken was roosting in a drawer.

So this is what I’m reduced to, thought Anneshka as she collapsed into a chair.

A pot on the mantelpiece rattled. Anneshka looked up. The pot was still.

‘This place is driving me mad,’ she murmured and she pulled up a stool for her feet. One foot was bloody and bare. The other wore a grubby silk slipper.

‘That’s right, child, make yourself at home,’ said a rasping voice from behind. Anneshka jumped to her feet. The voice belonged to a very old woman. Her skin was wrinkly and her muscles had wasted away. Anneshka scanned the room for a sharp object.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ wheezed the hag. ‘It’s only me that changes. I’m sure you’re as beautiful inside as out.’

Anneshka recoiled. Was that … ‘Ochi?’

‘What did you expect?’ said the woman. ‘No one stays young for ever.’

Anneshka did not like the way that she smiled, but she knew she was speaking the truth. The young witch and the old woman were the very same person. Anneshka recognised the eyes.

‘We’d better see to your burns,’ said Ochi-the-ancient. She opened a drawer and removed two snails.

‘What are you doing?’ cried Anneshka. ‘Get those things away from me!’

‘You won’t be queen of anything if you die of an infection,’ said Ochi, hobbling closer. ‘Those injuries need treating.’

The snails remained hidden in their shells. Anneshka looked down at her hands where the skin had blistered, caught by the dragon’s fire. ‘Oh, all right,’ she sneered. ‘Do what you must.’

Ochi placed the snails on Anneshka’s wrists and stroked the shells with her twisty old fingers until their inhabitants emerged.

Anneshka fought the urge to throw the snails across the room. She hated the way they had eyes out on stalks; she hated the way that they moved. Everything about them was disgusting.

‘There are burns on your face,’ said the witch.

Anneshka wrinkled her nose, but her hands did feel better … She let Ochi place a snail on her chin. The creature’s cold foot slithered up her cheek and across the bridge of her nose.

By the time Ochi was done, Anneshka’s burns were covered in an iridescent layer of slime.

‘This had better work,’ she grumbled.

The old woman put the snails on the floor and they started the long journey back to their drawer.

‘What a queen you will be,’ sighed the witch, sitting down.

‘Queen of what? Queen of where?’ snapped Anneshka. She was growing tired of the way Ochi talked.

‘I can ask the stars … if you’re willing to pay.’

A pot by Ochi’s chair started shaking. The witch pushed it back with her heel.

‘You’re hiding something,’ said Anneshka. ‘What’s in all these pots?’

‘I’m not hiding anything, child. Why would I hide things from you?’

Anneshka scowled at the witch. She looked frail; a bundle of bones with an eggshell for a head. It would be easy to crack her skull open, thought Anneshka; see if the secrets fall out.
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The pots by the window were sealed with plugs. Anneshka snatched one and read the label.

W. Lokai

The label meant nothing to her. She grabbed another pot, leaving slime fingerprints.

S. Zárda

She’d never heard of a potion called that.

One of the pots had no stopper. Anneshka peered inside, half expecting a frog to leap out. It was empty so she looked at the label.

V. Mazanar

‘That’s my mother,’ cried Anneshka. ‘That’s her name!’ She took a moment to steady herself. ‘Why is there a pot named after my mother?’

‘Come,’ said the witch. ‘It’s time to rest.’

‘Tell me now!’ Anneshka marched over to the snails and raised her single slippered foot above one of them.

‘It’s too late. I’ll tell you in the morning.’

Anneshka lowered her slipper, relishing the crunch.

‘My snail!’ cried Ochi. Her face twisted in pain.

‘Talk,’ demanded Anneshka. Her bare foot hovered above the second snail.

‘Your mother purchased a prophecy on the day you were born,’ said Ochi. ‘I told her you’d grow up to be queen.’

Anneshka’s toe pressed the snail’s shell. ‘I already know that.’

‘Please! Not Boris!’ begged the witch. She talked faster. ‘When your mother dies, she’ll pay for the prophecy with her soul. I’ll keep it in that pot.’ The witch paused. She looked ashamed. ‘Each soul, freely given, grants me more time in this body.’

Anneshka raised an eyebrow and stepped away from the snail. ‘You collect souls to extend your miserable life?’

There were pots on the shelves and stacked up in corners, pots on the table and under the chair. Anneshka turned a full circle. She looked down at the witch. ‘Just how old are you?’

Ochi stared at Boris as he inched under a cupboard. ‘I’m twenty-three,’ she whispered. ‘Seven hundred and twenty-three.’
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Someone had stolen the keys for the windows in room 32C. Outside, it was one of the last hot days of the year. Inside, a class of Year Sevens were being baked alive.

Mr Morris was being baked too. ‘Turn to page eight,’ he said, and he plodded across the room, slow as a lizard in a tank.

Imogen flicked through the textbook, enjoying the mini-breeze the pages made as they turned. She paused at a photo of an astronaut gazing out of a bubble-shaped window.

That’s Earth, said the text. That’s home. That’s where we make our stand.

Imogen wondered if the astronaut felt homesick or excited when he looked at the Earth from this strange new perspective. Perhaps, she thought, he feels a bit of both.

She glanced up at her teacher. He wasn’t talking about astronauts. He was talking about the differences between liquids and solids.

Sweat is a liquid, thought Imogen, as a drop ran down Mr Morris’s face. Time is a solid, she continued in her head. Nothing can make it move faster.

There were five minutes until the end of the school day. Five minutes until Imogen finished her first week at secondary school.

It hadn’t been a bad start. She’d made friends, and she liked her form tutor, but everyone already knew her as ‘that girl who disappeared’. At least they didn’t know she was seeing a therapist.

Other students kept asking if she’d run away or been kidnapped. Imogen decided against telling the truth. They’d never believe she’d found a door in a tree, made friends with a prince and flown on the backs of giant birds …

Three minutes until home time. Imogen tried to focus on the textbook.

Space travel comes at a cost. The astronauts on this mission won’t see their families for five years. And when they return, it’ll take many more years to adjust to normal life.

Two minutes until home time.

Mum would be waiting at the school gate. Imogen wished she wouldn’t. None of the other parents did that, but Mum had been different since Imogen went missing.

It had been her idea to get a therapist. She said Imogen needed ‘special support’. Apparently, that was code for hours of talking … As if you could be talked into forgetting about a magical world.

One minute until home time.

‘At room temperature, water is a liquid,’ said Mr Morris. He sounded exhausted. ‘But when it’s heated, water starts to –’ the school bell rang and the children grabbed their books and poured out of the room – ‘evaporate,’ finished the teacher, flopping back in his chair.

The door banged shut and the classroom went quiet. Mr Morris closed his eyes. Imogen waited to be noticed. The teacher took a deep breath, letting the air in through his nose and out through his mouth. He held a water bottle to his cheek. He was sitting very still.

‘Sir?’

Mr Morris jumped. ‘Imogen! You’re still here!’

‘You know astronauts have been to the moon. Have they been to other places?’

Mr Morris lowered the water bottle from his face. ‘Well … yes. NASA sent probes to Mars.’

‘But there are no people on Mars.’

‘No, Imogen. Not yet.’

Imogen narrowed her eyes. ‘Do you think there might be another planet that the astronauts haven’t discovered yet? Like our planet, with people and animals … but different?’

‘I don’t know,’ said the teacher. ‘But if something like that does exist, it’s very far away. Even if you had a ship that travelled at the speed of light, it’d take many years to get there. You might be an old woman by the time you touched down.’

Imogen found it hard to imagine that she’d ever be an old woman.

‘Why do you ask?’ said Mr Morris.

Imogen stood up to leave. Enough time had passed. There’d be no one around to see her meet Mum at the gates.

‘Oh, never mind,’ she said. ‘I was just curious.’
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Imogen lay on her sister’s bed, surrounded by drawings. There was so much paper stuck to the walls that the room seemed to warp when the wind blew through the window. It felt more like being in a tent than a house.

Marie, who was three years younger than Imogen, was sitting on the floor. She was colouring, and there were pencils scattered across the carpet.

‘Mrs Kalmadi says moths can’t open doors,’ said Marie, ‘or recognise people.’

‘You’ve got to stop talking about it at school,’ scolded Imogen. ‘People will think something’s wrong with you.’

‘But everyone else is talking about it. Don’t people talk at the big school?’

Imogen looked at a doodle of Mum. She had a head shaped like a light bulb and bunches of bananas for hands. Marie had done that one a few years ago.

‘Yes,’ confessed Imogen. ‘They talk about it all the time.’

At the foot of the bed was a more recent sketch; a portrait of a boy with far-apart eyes and ears that stuck out through his hair. Imogen’s gaze kept returning to the boy. She had to admit, that one was pretty good.

‘I don’t like pretending Yaroslav’s not real,’ said Marie. ‘It was just as real as Mrs Kalmadi. It felt more real, at the time.’

Imogen didn’t like pretending either. She hated it, in fact. ‘I’m sure Mum will believe us eventually,’ she said. ‘We just need to find a way to convince her.’

Mum’s voice echoed up the stairs. ‘Girls, time for dinner!’

Marie dropped her pencil and dashed out of the room. Imogen swung herself off the bed and picked up Marie’s drawing. It was a sketch of a forest at night. She’d captured it well: the secret shadows, the cold light of the stars. If Imogen closed her eyes, she could almost hear the whisper of moth wings.

‘Earth to Imogen!’ called Mum. ‘Your grandma’s here. Come and say hello.’

Imogen dropped the drawing and went downstairs to join the rest of her family.

The weather was warm for September, so they ate dinner outside. Mum lit candles to keep the insects away. Grandma served lasagne and talked about bridge club. She’d been kicked out because she was too good at cards. At least, that’s what she said.

After dinner, the girls started clearing the patio table and Mum whispered something to Grandma about Mrs Haberdash. Imogen’s ears pricked up. Mrs Haberdash was the old lady who owned the tea rooms and the gardens where Imogen had found the door in the tree.

‘The state of those gardens,’ said Grandma, in a low voice. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if there was something living in them, just like she says. Most likely it’s foxes.’

‘What’s that?’ said Imogen, peering at the grown-ups.

‘Oh, nothing darling,’ said Mum. ‘Would you take my plate?’

‘Yes … But you were talking about Mrs Haberdash, weren’t you?’

The women exchanged looks. ‘I’m afraid Mrs Haberdash isn’t very well,’ said Mum.

‘She’s seeing things that aren’t there,’ said Grandma. ‘It happens sometimes, to old people.’ She tapped on the side of her skull as if being old had nothing to do with her.

‘Mrs Haberdash is sick because of foxes?’ said Imogen, confused.

‘No, no,’ said Grandma. ‘She thinks there’s something in her gardens – some kind of monster. She says she saw it at night, round the back by the bins. It was probably a fox, foraging for scraps, but poor Mrs H is all worked up.’

A monster? thought Imogen. Could it be …?

‘Perhaps we should visit her,’ suggested Marie.

‘I don’t think we’re allowed,’ said Grandma, and she glanced at Mum.

‘Don’t look at me,’ said Mum. ‘You can see your friends whenever you like.’

‘I just can’t be trusted to take care of your children,’ replied Grandma. ‘Is that it?’

Mum was making intense eye contact with a scented candle. ‘Imogen, Marie … take all the plates to the kitchen.’

But Grandma held her plate tight. ‘It wasn’t my fault they went missing,’ she hissed. ‘I only took my eyes off them for a minute.’

Imogen had never seen Mum and Grandma argue. Mum backed up Grandma. Grandma backed up Mum. Those were the rules.

‘Why don’t all four of us go?’ said Marie. ‘Why don’t we go to the tea rooms together?’

Mum looked up, still frowning. ‘I’ll think about it,’ she said.

Later that evening, Grandma put Marie to bed, meaning Imogen got Mum to herself. They sat in the garden, watching the first stars appear.

There was an orange glow on the horizon; an electric glare that even the brightest stars couldn’t outshine. The sky above Yaroslav had been black and full of stars. Imogen wondered if a skret attack would make the neighbours turn out their lights. Then you’d see the stars. It probably isn’t worth it, she thought with a smile.

‘What are you thinking about?’ said Mum. She put her arm round Imogen and even though Imogen was in Year Seven, she still fitted there snugly.

‘Oh, you know … Just wondering what it’d be like if you could see all the stars.’ Imogen rested her head on Mum’s shoulder.

‘It’s good to have you back, Imogen,’ said Mum. ‘I’ve been so worried about you … Without Mark, I don’t know what I’d have …’

Imogen seized the opportunity. ‘Is Mark your boyfriend?’

A daddy-longlegs drifted by.

Mum took a deep breath before she responded. ‘Yes. He is. I really like him, and I think you will too, if you could only give him a chance … He hasn’t got any children so it’s hard for him, but Mark’s a good man. Please. Promise me you’ll give him a go.’

‘I won’t call him Dad.’

‘Of course. I’d never ask you to.’

‘But I suppose if you like him …’

Mum gave Imogen a squeeze. ‘That’s my girl.’
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The people of Yaroslav stopped searching for Anneshka after the first snowfall. If she was hiding in the forest, she would have starved to death by now. No one would give food to a murderer … not even one as pretty as her.

Most people thought she’d died crossing the mountains. It was the wrong time of year for the journey. Perhaps they’d find her corpse in the spring, somewhere near the top of a mountain, encased in ice and her wedding dress. Yaroslav’s artists were fond of that image. It sold very well.

How were they to know she was neither dead, nor dying, but safe and warm in the forest witch’s house?

Anneshka sat by the fire. The chicken was roosting in its drawer and the clay pots were still, as pots ought to be. Anneshka ran a finger over her old burns. The skin had grown back silver.

Through the little window, she could see nothing but trees. They stooped under the weight of the snow. Ochi was out there, shaking powder from their branches.

As each flake fell it seemed to whisper All hail, hail, hail. Anneshka turned her gaze to the fire, where the flames hissed Queeeeeen.

Ochi strode into the cottage and Anneshka snapped out of her trance.

The witch shed her cloak and her youth in one go. Then she shuffled towards the fire, slow and stiff. ‘Poor trees,’ wheezed Ochi. ‘They weren’t expecting this much snow. Winter’s come early.’

All this talk about trees, thought Anneshka, and she still hasn’t told me where I’ll be queen.

Ochi’s knees creaked as she sat. Anneshka had stayed with the witch for long enough to know how things worked. When Ochi was outside, she was a young woman, her body lithe as a sapling, but when the witch entered her hut, she was more like a stump. Hideous and old.

Anneshka wondered if Ochi’s prophecies would sell so well if people saw her real face. Somehow she doubted it.

‘Tell me,’ said Anneshka. ‘If I won’t be the queen of Yaroslav, where will I rule?’

The witch sat back in her chair. ‘My prophecies provide a glimpse of the future. What you’re asking for is a long, steady look.’

‘I’m losing my patience, hag. You promised to tell me where I’ll rule.’

‘I did no such thing.’

‘What’s wrong?’ sneered Anneshka. ‘Losing your touch?’

Ochi turned her eyes to the clock – the one that Anneshka had taken from Andel, the one that rested above the hearth. The clock looked as old as Ochi. It must have stopped working a long time ago.

‘I can do it,’ said the witch, ‘but I’d need a little help.’

The pots on the mantelpiece trembled.

‘Pah!’ scoffed Anneshka. ‘That clock won’t help. It’s broken – doesn’t even keep time.’

‘Keep time with what?’ said the witch. ‘Time and motion, motion and time. The older I get, the harder it is to tell them apart.’ She gave a gummy smile that made Anneshka want to bash her toothless face in. Curse the witch and her riddles.

‘Speak plainly,’ demanded Anneshka.

‘That clock is tuned to the stars,’ said Ochi.

Her words made a memory stir …

Anneshka got to her feet.

Drakomor had told her about such a clock. He said it was made by Andel – said it was capable of reading the stars. Is that what this was? Is that why Andel had saved the clock from the fire?

Anneshka inspected it up close. It had five hands, none of which were moving. A smattering of jewels hung before its face.

‘With such a powerful tool, I could look deep into the future,’ continued Ochi. She raised her voice over the rattling pots. They were all at it now; the pots on the shelves, the pots in the corner, the pots tucked away out of sight.

‘I’m sure you’re perfectly capable of finding the right kingdom without any help from me,’ said the witch. ‘It’s your destiny, after all. The only question is, how long are you willing to wait?’

Anneshka shot the witch a poisonous look. She had no intention of being as old as Ochi before she sat on her throne. ‘Tell me,’ she commanded. ‘Tell me now.’

The pots shook with all their might. Ochi’s chicken hopped down from its drawer and hid under the desk.

‘All I ask is a little security …’ Ochi’s tone was casual, but her stare was intense. ‘All I ask is your soul.’

Now the room was shuddering with the force of seven-hundred trapped souls. Anneshka looked around. Could the pots be trying to warn her?

‘There’s no need to be alarmed,’ said the witch. ‘I won’t take a thing till you die.’

But what if the souls in the pots were jealous? What if they didn’t want Anneshka to succeed? Her mother had always been jealous. She’d always wished it was her that was fated to be queen.

Anneshka turned to the witch. ‘I’ll do it,’ she cried.

The pots juddered as if they were trying to bring down the walls. A lantern fell and smashed. Ochi’s chicken squawked.

‘Anneshka Mazanar, I promise to read your stars,’ said the witch. She pressed a knife to her thumb and the skin broke like wet paper. She handed the knife to Anneshka.

‘On the day that I die, I promise you my soul,’said Anneshka. She cut her thumb and held it to Ochi’s. Their bloods mixed. The pots were still.

Everything in the cottage was quiet …

Everything apart from the ticking of the clock.

It went slowly at first. Then fast. Then faster. Hands spun in frantic circles. Days chimed by in a moment. The clock’s little hatch fluttered open and shut faster than a moth’s wingbeat.

Then everything slowed. The jewelled stars drifted into position. The ticking counted seconds. Anneshka put her hands to her face. She didn’t feel any different. ‘Is that it?’ she whispered.

The clock’s hatch popped open and a wooden crown wheeled out. It was so small and so perfectly made … Anneshka wanted to touch it. But the crown spun around, as if doing a dance, and retreated into the clock.

‘What was that?’ asked Anneshka.

‘That was the first of our clues,’ said the witch and she hobbled over to her desk.

‘Clues? I didn’t ask for clues. I asked for a prophecy!’

Ochi picked up a quill. ‘It’s the first part of your prophecy. Don’t worry, I’ll work out what it means … The clock of stars cannot be rushed.’
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By the time Imogen and Marie were allowed to visit the tea rooms, it was almost Halloween. Mum still seemed to think the girls needed an armed guard to leave the house, so ‘the whole family’ was going.

Imogen, Marie, Mum and Grandma waited until a horn beeped outside. ‘Ladies,’ called Mark, ‘your carriage awaits!’ Mum said Mark’s car was sporty. Imogen thought it looked squished.

Imogen and Marie scooted into the back of the car, wedging Grandma between them. ‘Guess what we’ve been making!’ said Mum, hopping into the passenger seat.

‘Brain jelly!’ cried Marie.

‘How terrifying,’ said Mark and he locked eyes with Imogen in the rear-view mirror. ‘I hope there aren’t any sticky fingers back there. Those seats are genuine leather.’ He started the engine.

Imogen rested her forehead on the window. She summoned up memories of summer. She remembered the shadow moth with its silver-grey wings. She remembered the castle and the skret caves and—

‘How’s school, Imogen?’ said Mark. ‘I hear you’ve taken an interest in science.’

Imogen rolled her eyes. ‘Not all science,’ she said. ‘Just space.’

‘Space …’ Mark nodded. ‘I used to like space.’

He’s trying to connect, thought Imogen, but he just missed the turning to the tea rooms.

‘You’re going the wrong way,’ cried Grandma.

‘Relax,’ said Mark. ‘I’m just avoiding country roads. When you’ve got a nice car, you have to take care of it.’ He flashed Mum a smile. ‘Same goes for the passengers.’

Imogen mimed being sick and Marie wrinkled her nose. Grandma tried to give them a ‘behave-yourselves’ look, but even she looked vaguely repulsed.

As they pulled into the tea rooms’ car park, Mum swivelled to face the back seats. ‘Now, girls, Mrs Haberdash has been having a tough time. Let’s stay away from any sensitive topics. Please don’t mention the foxes in her garden.’

‘And no talking about La-la Land,’ added Mark. ‘That’ll only confuse her.’

Imogen glared at the back of Mark’s head. La-la Land was his name for the world on the other side of the door. He seemed determined to prove it was a lie.

They clambered out of Mark’s car, gravel crunching as they walked. Imogen paused by a gate in the corner of the car park. It was the entrance to the Haberdash Gardens. That’s where the shadow moth had taken her last summer. That’s where her adventures had begun …

But someone had fixed the gate’s lock. There would be no more trespassing.

‘Come on, Imogen,’ said Mum. ‘The tea rooms are this way.’

Reluctantly, Imogen followed.

As usual, Mrs Haberdash was dressed as if she was about to have tea with the queen. There were diamonds in her ears and ruffles round her neck.

When she saw she had customers, she angled her mobility scooter towards the door.

‘Agnes!’ cried Grandma, rushing to her old friend’s side. ‘I’m so sorry we couldn’t visit sooner.’

Mrs Haberdash seemed like she was about to reply, but Grandma got there first. ‘We’ve been terribly busy – what with the police investigation and the children back at school and the foxes – did I say foxes? I meant squirrels!’

Imogen decided to leave the grown-ups to it. She went to join Mrs Haberdash’s dogs, who were lounging on a wicker sofa like three fluffy cushions. Marie followed.

‘Look what I’ve got,’ said Imogen when she was sure they were out of earshot. She held her rucksack open. Her sister peered in.

‘Mum’s phone!’ gasped Marie. ‘Does she know you have it?’

The closest dog lifted its head.

‘Of course not. Keep your voice down. I’m going to lend it to Mrs H.’

Marie looked confused. ‘What? Why? Mum will kill you!’

‘No, she won’t. She’ll just think she left it. She’s always putting things down and forgetting. Besides, if she’d let me have my own phone, we wouldn’t be in this situation.’

Marie removed her sketchbook from her bag. ‘What’s Mrs Haberdash going to do with a mobile phone?’

‘Take a photo.’

‘Of what?’

‘Of the monster, of course,’ whispered Imogen. ‘The one she keeps seeing in her gardens.’

Marie pressed her lips together, disapproving. ‘Imogen, I’m not sure about this. Grandma said it’s just a fox, and Mum said we shouldn’t talk about it.’

‘What if Grandma’s wrong? What if they’re all wrong? They said there’s no such thing as a door in a tree. They said Miro’s my imaginary friend. Now they’re saying Mrs Haberdash is seeing things. But look! Does Mrs H look like the odd one to you?’

Mrs H was listening to Grandma. She looked prim and calm. Grandma was describing something big, gesturing with her arms and waving her walking stick dangerously close to the cakes.

‘Besides,’ continued Imogen. ‘We got into another world through the Haberdash Gardens and now Mrs H has seen something strange in the very same place. Don’t you think it’s a bit of a coincidence?’

‘What are you two whispering about?’ said Mum. She was carrying a tray stacked with teacups and cakes.

‘Nothing,’ said the girls in unison. Imogen zipped up her rucksack.

‘Nothing?’ Mum laughed. ‘Now why do I find that so hard to believe?’

After they’d eaten their cake, and when the others were busy petting Mrs Haberdash’s dogs, Imogen went to talk to the old lady. She nudged Mum’s phone across the counter, whispering her plan and asking Mrs H not to tell.

Mrs Haberdash tapped the side of her nose. ‘Don’t worry, Imogen,’ she said softly. ‘Your secret’s safe with me … I know how to use these camera phones. You just point and tap, point and tap.’

‘Do you think you’ll be able to find the monster?’ asked Imogen.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said Mrs Haberdash, slipping the phone into a drawer. ‘It’s very kind of you to believe me. They all think I’m going mad.’

She nodded at Imogen’s family, who were on the other side of the room. Grandma was feeding cake to the dogs and Mark was trying to stop her. The smallest dog growled at Mark.

‘They don’t believe anyone,’ muttered Imogen.
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The next day, when everyone was back home, the landline started to ring. Mum took the call and Imogen fizzled with excitement. It had to be Mrs H.

Imogen could hear a woman talking on the other end of the line and there were dogs yapping in the background.

‘You’ve found my phone?’ said Mum to the mouthpiece. ‘Oh, what a relief! It must have slipped out of my jeans – yes – yes, thank you, Mrs Haberdash. I’ll come right away.’

She hung up.

‘Can I go with you?’ asked Imogen. She couldn’t wait to see Mum’s face when she was confronted with a photo of THE TRUTH.

‘Of course,’ said Mum. ‘Your grandma can stay with Marie.’ She picked up her jacket, and Imogen followed her out of the front door with a little skip in her step.

‘I caught it,’ cried Mrs Haberdash as soon as they stepped into the tea rooms. Imogen had never seen her so animated.

‘Caught what?’ said Mum.

Uh-oh, thought Imogen. Mrs H is going to drop me in it. She’s going to tell Mum I gave her the phone.

‘I caught the monster,’ said Mrs Haberdash.

Mum grabbed Imogen, pulling her close as if a rabid fox might be behind the wicker sofa. ‘Where is it?’ gasped Mum.

Mrs Haberdash started laughing. She laughed so hard that several spirals of her hair came loose – so hard that Imogen thought she’d fall off her scooter.

‘It’s not here,’ said the old lady, when her laughter had subsided. ‘I caught the monster on camera.’ She opened a drawer and removed a handkerchief-wrapped package. ‘I hope you don’t mind. I used your mobile phone … as it was here, on the counter.’

Imogen watched Mum’s face as Mrs H folded back the hanky. The phone was inside and Mum squinted at the screen.

‘What is it?’ said Imogen. ‘Does it look like a fox?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Mum. ‘It’s such a dark photo.’

Mrs Haberdash wheeled closer. ‘What do you mean?’ she cried. ‘It’s a monster! It’s clearly a monster!’

Mum zoomed in on the picture. ‘It could be a lot of things, Mrs H.’

Imogen took the phone and had a look for herself. The image was blurry. Only the eyes were clear. Two circular orbs glowed neon in the flash. The shape of the creature was indistinct, but Imogen thought she could see … there, in the corner of the screen. It was the tip of a hooked claw.

A type of claw she’d seen before …

‘Are you sure it’s not a close-up of a frog?’ said Mum.

Mrs Haberdash scowled. ‘I know what a frog looks like, Catherine.’

‘Or perhaps it’s some kids, dressed up for Halloween? The costumes are very realistic these days.’

‘Why would children hide by my bins?’ Mrs Haberdash looked genuinely distressed and Imogen felt a pang of sympathy. She knew what it was like to be doubted.

Adults don’t believe children. They don’t believe old ladies either. Perhaps it’s just the middle years when you can change people’s minds.

‘Teenagers do funny things,’ said Mum, taking the phone from Imogen and slipping it into her handbag. ‘I’m sure you’ll feel better when Halloween’s over. I’ll send Mark to check on you tomorrow.’

On the way home, Imogen borrowed her mum’s phone and looked at the photo again. ‘The monster has claws,’ she said, ‘very big claws for a fox.’

‘What do you want me to do, Imogen?’ replied Mum, exasperated. ‘Send for the army? I’m sure the police are inundated with prank calls at this time of year. Try putting it out of your head. It’s not good for you to focus on things that aren’t real.’

Imogen narrowed her eyes. The army … the police … that wasn’t what she wanted at all. They’d lock up the monster or put it to sleep. That was what people did to things they were afraid of.

‘Delete the photo,’ Mum instructed.

Reluctantly, Imogen did as she was told and yet her mind was racing. She’d have to find another way of convincing Mum that the door in the tree was real. But how could she do it without putting the monster in danger?

And, most important of all, what was a skret doing in the Haberdash Gardens?
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Autumn came and went, and so did all talk of monsters. Imogen was too busy getting used to her new school to think up any more schemes. Life was full of homework and house points.

Often, it was easier to pretend that the door in the tree didn’t exist. When other children asked about Imogen’s mysterious disappearance, she laughed, as if it was a joke – a funny trick she’d played on the adults.

I’m still going to prove that Yaroslav’s a real place, she told herself. I’m just waiting for the right moment. But the right moment never seemed to arrive. Imogen got good at pretending that she didn’t believe in monsters. Sometimes, she pretended so hard that her memories went fuzzy.

And so, time slugged along, inch by inch, hour by hour, until it was Christmas. Imogen and Marie broke up from school. Imogen looked forward to presents and pigs in blankets. But this year, she would get neither.

For time was done slugging. It was ready to break into a gallop. And the days of pretending that our world is the only one that exists were soon to come to a close.

On the first morning of the Christmas holidays, Mum bundled Imogen and Marie into the car. She drove out of town, towards the Haberdash Estate, but they whizzed past the sign for the tea rooms.

‘Aren’t we going to see Mrs Haberdash?’ asked Marie.

‘Surprise!’ cried Mum. ‘We’re going to a fancy hotel! It’s just down the road from the tea rooms. I’ve packed your overnight bags.’

Imogen glanced from Mum to Marie. She’d never slept in a hotel before. She’d read about them, so she knew what to expect. ‘But I thought hotels are for travelling,’ she said, ‘and we’re not that far from home.’

‘This is a special Christmas treat from Mark,’ said Mum, as if that explained everything. ‘Don’t forget to thank him.’

Mum parked in front of a glass-fronted building. The sign by the entrance said:


Welcome to The Lily Pad

Spa – Restaurant – Hotel



A picture by the words showed a frog with a towel on its head and long manicured nails.

‘Why are we staying here?’ asked Imogen. ‘What are we going to do?’

Mum lugged their bags out of the boot. ‘Relax!’ she said with a half-crazed smile. ‘We’ve come here to relax!’

‘Can we draw too?’ asked Marie.

‘Of course,’ said Mum. ‘I’ve packed your paper and pencils, and we’re very close to the Haberdash Gardens. Actually – I’ll let Mark reveal the plan.’

Imogen wanted to know ‘the plan’ right now, but Mum was already marching towards the hotel. The girls followed. ‘It’s a very trendy place,’ whispered Mum as the automatic doors swished apart.

There was a gigantic Christmas tree in the lobby. Mum spoke to the receptionist while Imogen inspected the tree. It was fake. The presents underneath it were fake too.

‘No children in the spa after six,’ said the receptionist, handing Mum keys for their rooms.

Marie flicked a switch and the tree’s lights started flashing.

‘Marie!’ hissed Mum, without turning round. How had she seen that when she’d been facing the other way? These days, Mum always seemed to be watching.

A porter came and took their bags while Mum checked her phone. ‘Mark’s got us a table,’ she said. ‘Aren’t you lucky? Not many children get lunch at The Lily Pad.’

The receptionist directed them to the restaurant, and Imogen saw that her mum had been right. All the other diners were grown-ups. They didn’t look like they were having much fun. A woman in a baggy dress stared at the waiter. Her partner stared at the bar. An elderly couple picked at their food in silence, as if sitting in different rooms – or perhaps different universes.

‘Cathy,’ called Mark from a table on the other side of the room. ‘Over here! I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve ordered.’ He turned to the girls. ‘Hello, young ladies. Don’t you look lovely?’

Imogen pulled a face and sat down.

Then Mark started talking about his job. Mum reached for the wine. Imogen looked out of the window. A man was moving dried leaves with a blowing machine. Imogen wished she was out there. Even playing with dead leaves was more fun than this.

‘We’ve got to innovate,’ continued Mark. ‘Go digital or die. That’s what I told the board.’

A waiter appeared. He was carrying four plates with piles of colourful vegetables cut into neat little squares.

‘Hey, Imogen,’ said Mark as the waiter placed their plates in front of them. ‘How’s it going? Learned any new science facts?’

‘Erm, yes.’ Imogen eyed her diced vegetables.

Mark moved a vase so he could see her face. ‘Care to share with the group?’

‘I’ve been studying how stars die,’ said Imogen. ‘The really big ones explode and all that’s left is a black hole and the black hole eats everything. Even planets. Even light.’

‘Amazing,’ said Mark, without sounding amazed.

‘How can a hole eat light?’ asked Marie.

‘No one knows what’s inside a black hole,’ said Imogen. ‘It might just be chaos. It might be a portal into another world.’ She gave Mark a meaningful stare.

He responded by lowering his voice. ‘How’s the other stuff going? You know … the therapy?’

‘Dr Saeed said it’s just between me and her,’ replied Imogen.

‘You can talk to us too,’ said Mum. ‘We’re always ready to listen.’

Imogen shovelled the vegetables into her mouth, buying time. She was only having therapy to keep Mum happy. She didn’t have anything to be therapied for. She chewed the vegetables slowly.

‘It’s going fine,’ she said. ‘I’m fine.’

‘What about you?’ said Mark to Marie. ‘What have you told the therapist?’

Marie looked at Mum and Mum smiled encouragingly. ‘I told her that she shouldn’t be afraid of the skret,’ said Marie. ‘They’re not as bad as they look.’

‘Right,’ sighed Mark. ‘So we’re still stuck on the La-la Land story.’ He clicked his fingers and the waiter brought more wine.

La-la Land. Something stirred inside Imogen. She’d forgotten that Mark used that name. ‘Don’t take the bait,’ she muttered to herself, spearing a line of cubed veg.
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‘You know,’ said Mark, ‘the Haberdash Gardens are on the other side of that hedge.’ He lifted his chin at the restaurant window. It was hard to believe. The hotel grounds looked so empty, so … tidy.

‘Dr Saeed said we should take you back to the gardens,’ continued Mark. ‘She thinks it might unlock the memories from last summer – the real memories, that is.’

But those are the real memories, thought Imogen.

‘We could have just visited for the day, but I thought a bit of calming spa-time would do you good. Your mother too. And isn’t this place wonderful? It’s like all the best bits of the countryside, without any mud.’

‘You don’t have to worry,’ said Mum. ‘We’ll be with you in the gardens, every step of the way. So will Dr Saeed. She’s joining us in the morning.’

Imogen did want to visit the gardens … but not like this. Not as some kind of experiment. What did they think would happen? That she’d suddenly admit that she’d lied? That she’d made up the door in the tree? Dr Saeed could take her ideas and—

The next course arrived, interrupting Imogen’s thoughts. There was a piece of grey meat with a swirl of sauce and a stack of sliced potatoes.

‘I bet you’ve never had a three-course lunch before,’ said Mark.

Marie cocked her head. ‘When we were staying with Miro, we had seven-course dinners.’

Imogen prodded the potato tower and it fell, splattering sauce across the tablecloth. Mum gave her the evil eye. ‘What is this?’ whispered Imogen, poking the meat with her fork.

‘Veal,’ said Mum. ‘You’ll like it.’

‘What’s veal?’ asked Marie.

‘A young cow,’ said Mark. ‘It’s got a lovely smooth texture. Very expensive.’

He sliced off a piece and popped it into his mouth.

Imogen moved the vase across the table so she couldn’t see him chewing.

‘I’m vegetarian,’ cried Marie.

‘That’s not true,’ said Mum. ‘Try a little.’

Imogen looked back out of the window. The leaf-blower man had gone, but a grey moth was fluttering across the grass. Imogen jumped up from her seat. ‘Look!’ she gasped, and in her excitement, she knocked over Mum’s wine.

‘Oh, Imogen!’ cried Mum.

‘You’re missing it!’ said Imogen. ‘You’re missing the moth!’

The grown-ups fussed over the spilled wine, but Imogen had to make them see. This could be her only chance! She climbed on to her chair. ‘The shadow moth is right there,’ she yelled.

Now everyone looked: the woman in the baggy dress, the elderly couple, the waiter by the bar. But they weren’t looking out of the window. They were staring at Imogen.

The moth floated up and dropped down in the wind. It didn’t look much like a moth any more.

‘Mademoiselle,’ said the waiter, touching Imogen’s arm.

‘Imogen Clarke! Get down!’ yelled Mum.

‘But my moth!’ Imogen lowered her hand. Her moth looked a lot like a leaf. ‘It was right there …’

‘She’s completely out of control,’ muttered Mark, shaking his head in disbelief.

Imogen climbed down from the chair. She knew she was in trouble. The waiter gestured at the grey meat swimming in wine. ‘Would mademoiselle like another veal steak?’

‘Mademoiselle is going to her room,’ said Mum.

Imogen cast one final glance at the window, before leaving the restaurant.
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Imogen stayed in her hotel room all afternoon. From there, she could see the Haberdash Gardens. Strangely shaped trees stuck up behind the hotel’s neat hedge. Weeds poked through underneath. The Haberdash Gardens were trying to expand.

Mum kept popping her head round the door. She always made an excuse, but Imogen knew what was really going on. ‘How would anyone kidnap me from here?’ she complained. ‘This place is like a prison.’

‘Just call if you need me,’ said Mum. ‘There’s a phone over there by the bed.’

‘I don’t know your number,’ said Imogen.

‘Fine,’ sighed Mum and she held out her phone. ‘You can call Mark on my mobile … I don’t like punishing you, Imogen, but we can’t go on like this.’

Imogen put the phone in her pocket.

Marie came to join her and, for a while, they sketched in silence. Imogen drew the shadow moth, but she couldn’t get the antennae right. Marie copied her and, somehow, her imitation was better than Imogen’s original.

Then Marie left to have dinner with the grown-ups. Imogen was alone in the hotel room. She scrunched up her drawing and threw it into the bin, but it didn’t make her feel any better.

Later, when Mum returned, Imogen pretended to be asleep. She could hear Mum and Mark talking by the door. ‘Perhaps I should wake her,’ said Mum. ‘She’ll be hungry without any tea.’

‘Might do her some good,’ said Mark. ‘Might make her think twice before lying.’

Imogen tried not to scowl. That would be a giveaway. People don’t scowl in their sleep.

‘She’s not lying,’ whispered Mum. ‘Dr Saeed says the girls really believe in their alternate world. It could be their way of coping with … with whatever really happened.’

There was a pause. ‘Cathy, you know, the police still haven’t found any evidence the girls were kidnapped. It’s possible that they just ran away.’

‘But why would they run away? They have nothing to run away from.’ Mum’s voice sounded small, and Imogen wanted to give her a hug.

‘Honey, we talked about this,’ said Mark. ‘It’s not a reflection on you. Running away, making things up … they’re things kids do to test the boundaries.’

‘Not mine. Not my kids.’

‘Okay,’ said Mark. ‘Not your kids … Shall we go down for a drink?’

The door clicked shut and Imogen lay still as their footsteps faded. She hated Mark. She hated him more than she’d ever hated anyone.

She picked up the hotel phone and called reception, just like she’d seen in films. ‘This is room twenty-eight,’ she said, using her most grown-up voice. ‘I’d like to order room service.’

‘Of course,’ said the woman on the other end of the line. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Apple crumble, jelly babies and a banana milkshake.’

The woman hesitated – just for a moment. ‘No problem,’ she said. ‘Would you like to pay now or shall I put it on the room?’

Imogen narrowed her eyes. Mark would be paying. It was his ‘treat’, after all. ‘Put it on the room,’ she said.
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That night, Imogen only slept lightly. She was woken in the early hours by a clattering sound. She looked around the hotel room. Lights blinked on the TV and the coffee machine. The noise was coming from outside so she slipped out of bed and tiptoed to the window.

There was the moon, like a sideways smile, and there was the hedge that divided the Haberdash Gardens from the hotel. Christmas lights shone from the hotel’s trees and spotlights were set into the patio, but the Haberdash Gardens were dark.

Something moved outside, behind the restaurant. Imogen pressed her face against the window, trying to get a better view. A recycling box had fallen over. There was more clattering and a wheelie bin toppled, spilling its rubbish-guts across the patio. Marie joined her sister at the window. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

‘Something’s messing up the bins,’ said Imogen.

Marie squinted at the well-tended grounds.

‘There it is – look!’ Imogen pointed at a shadow, squatting by the upturned bin. It was tearing at binbags with claws as long as kitchen knives. It had no fur and its arms were strong, with muscles like twisted rope.

‘Not a fox,’ whispered Marie.

The monster wrestled with a chicken carcass – pulling the legs until they popped free from the body. It turned and raised a bone to its mouth. Imogen recognised him as soon as she saw his enormous tusk-teeth. ‘It’s Zuby!’ she cried. She seized her jumper and pulled it on over her head.

‘What’s he doing here?’ asked Marie.

Imogen put on her coat, jeans and shoes, and slid Mum’s phone into a pocket. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I’ll ask him.’ She was already half out of the door.

‘Wait for me,’ cried Marie, grabbing her own jeans and coat. ‘I’m coming too!’

The sisters sneaked along the hotel corridor and down the stairs. A young woman was sitting behind the reception desk, with her back to the girls. Imogen put a finger to her lips, indicating to Marie not to speak. Then she lowered herself on to all fours and crawled in front of the desk. Marie followed. They were out of the woman’s line of sight, too close to be visible.

Imogen stopped near the hotel’s exit. If she triggered the sensors for the automatic doors, the woman was bound to look. She’d call Mum and then they’d be in serious trouble.

Imogen pulled Mum’s mobile out of her pocket and searched for ‘The Lily Pad’. The hotel’s web page appeared. Imogen clicked to make a call and the phone at reception started ringing. The receptionist swivelled to take it. ‘Hello, this is Eve at The Lily Pad. How can I help?’

Imogen seized her opportunity. She sprang to her feet. The automatic doors slid open. Imogen and Marie rushed out.

‘Hello, is anyone there?’ said the receptionist’s voice from Mum’s
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