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Imogen walked barefoot across the kitchen. Feet slapping cold tiles, she reached for the biscuit tin and took a fistful of Bourbons. One in her mouth. Two in her pyjama pockets.

Munch, munch, munch. They were good.

She loved Sunday mornings. Mum slept in and, until Marie was awake, Imogen got the computer to herself. It was just her, Cosmic Defenders, and the biscuits.

A man’s jumper lay by the sink. It had been thrown there casually, as if it belonged here … and it did. Mark had moved in last month and his things were scattered throughout the house.

Imogen had decided she didn’t mind the extra coat, extra keys or the big squeaky shoes. It was good to be reminded that Mark was a permanent fixture – like a sofa, or a rug, or a dad.

She picked up his jumper and slipped it over her head. The sleeves finished down by her knees and the wool smelled of coffee. There was another scent too, a smoky aroma, as if Mark had been sitting by a bonfire.

Imogen wondered if her real dad smelled similar, before pushing the thought aside.

She glanced at Marie’s drawings, which were stuck on the fridge next to Mum’s lists. The mundane was mixed with the magical: river sprites, bread and bleach. Imogen picked up a pencil and added ‘biscuits’ to the shopping list.

Then she took a Bourbon from her pocket and ate it, slower this time, savouring the chocolatey middle. It was several months since she’d returned from the world beyond the door in the tree, but the novelty of being home hadn’t worn off.

She enjoyed the comforting sounds of the house – the faint hiss of water in pipes, the gentle hum of the fridge. Soon Mog the cat would appear, miaowing until he got food. Better make the most of the peace.

Pulling up a seat at the kitchen table, Imogen reached for Mum’s laptop. She was allowed to play Cosmic Defenders as long as she kept the volume off. She ran her finger over the mousepad and the screen flashed awake. Imogen felt a little thrill at the thought of playing her favourite game.

But Mum must have been reading the news before bed because a browser had been left open. Imogen was about to close it when a picture at the top caught her eye.

It was a photo of the prime minister, stepping out of his house. He looked defeated, sagging inwards like a hoover bag. Imogen cocked her head. Perhaps this wasn’t how he thought being prime minister would be.

The photo was a swirl of movement; jostling microphones, blurry police uniforms. Only the woman at the top of the steps was still. She looked straight at the camera, as if she’d known this moment was coming, as if she’d been born ready.

Imogen recognised her in an instant.

The blonde hair.

The violet-blue eyes.

Imogen blinked in the laptop’s light. Then she slammed the screen shut and backed away. The kitchen cabinet pressed into her spine. She could hear the throb of her heart. It’s her, it’s her …

Anneshka.

But Anneshka couldn’t be in this world! It wasn’t possible!

Surely, this was a look-a-like … or some kind of Photoshop prank.

Imogen tried to gather herself. She reached for the laptop, prised it open, waited for the screen to flicker back to life.

The news article was still there. Imogen scanned the headline:

New Scheme Given the Go-Ahead

She studied the photo more closely. The woman’s body was hidden behind the prime minister, who was hurrying away from the cameras as quickly as his suit-bound legs would allow.

The woman was in no such rush. Her long hair was swept back from her face. Even her make-up was of this world – flicky little lines at the sides of her eyes.

A smile ghosted her lips. It felt like her gaze was cutting through the screen, piercing her way into the kitchen.

That was Anneshka Mazanar, as sure as chocolate’s sweet. What was she doing with the prime minister? What was all this talk of a ‘scheme’?

Imogen pulled the biscuit tin on to the kitchen table and stuck another Bourbon in her mouth. Crumbs fell on the laptop, but Imogen didn’t even notice. She was transfixed by the article.

Annabelle Clifford-Marbles spent several years rescuing orphans abroad, before launching her new business in England. She already enjoys the backing of—

‘Imogen?’ Mum was standing at the kitchen doorway. ‘Is everything okay?’

Imogen looked from the laptop to her mother, who was tying her dressing gown round her waist. Mum raised her eyebrows, waiting for Imogen to speak.

‘I know that woman from the news,’ whispered Imogen. Her voice was as dry as crumbs. ‘She’s the woman who kidnapped Marie.’
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Mum sprang into action before Imogen had even finished her sentence. First, she ran to the phone and called Grandma. ‘Yes, come over,’ she said. ‘You can have your cup of tea here.’

Then Mum dashed upstairs, dressing gown flapping. ‘Mark!’ she called as she ran.

Imogen sat alone in the kitchen, stomach churning. Anneshka Mazanar was here … in England …

The world had felt so soft and sunlit. But now a shadow had appeared.

Mark came thundering down the stairs, face serious, dried toothpaste on his top. He put a heavy hand on Imogen’s shoulder. ‘Can we – are you sure that it’s her?’

Imogen nodded.

Marie came downstairs more slowly. Her hair was tousled and her eyes were large. Imogen wanted to say something to make her little sister feel better, but all words of comfort had fled.

Imogen’s mind drifted back to the prophecy … For that’s what had started all this. Anneshka was destined to rule the greatest kingdom, that’s what the clock of stars said.

The clock had also shown a little figure in a raincoat – a figure that looked like Marie. After that, Anneshka had been convinced that Marie would help her become queen.

‘It’s all right, darling,’ Mum whispered. She gave Marie a protective squeeze. ‘I’m here. You’re safe with me.’

But Imogen wasn’t so sure. She couldn’t forget what Ochi, the forest witch, had told her: The child is part of Anneshka’s prophecy. Their destinies are tied.

A screech of brakes signalled Grandma’s arrival. She burst into the house, rollers stuck in her hair, blouse inside out. ‘I came as soon as I could!’ she declared. 

Even the cat joined in. He launched in through his cat-flap and sprang on to the table, miaowing, as if to say, Did you come to see me?

And so, the family was assembled. They each took a seat round the kitchen table, with Imogen sat at one end. ‘Go on, Imogen,’ said Mum. ‘Show us what you found.’

Imogen opened the laptop as if unlocking the cage of a wild beast. Mum, Grandma and Mark leaned closer. Marie stayed where she was.

Imogen wished she hadn’t eaten so many biscuits. She felt a little bit sick. But at least her family were taking this seriously. Not one person had said she was making it up. They were all here – all listening.

She turned on the laptop and there was the photo. There were Anneshka’s violet eyes. Imogen swivelled the computer so the others could see.

Marie let out a funny noise. Grandma sucked the air between her teeth. The cat rubbed his face on the laptop and purred.

‘That’s her,’ said Mark through clenched jaws. ‘That’s Anneshka Mazanar.’

Mum shook her head. ‘She looks so – so—’

‘Where does she get her hair done?’ cried Grandma, with a mix of horror and awe.

Marie buried her face in Mum’s side and, even though it was a bit babyish, Imogen didn’t mind. She knew what Marie had been through – kidnapped by Anneshka and used to do her bidding.

‘I thought you said she lives overseas?’ said Grandma, securing the roller in her fringe.

‘Not overseas,’ said Imogen. ‘She’s from another world. But she can’t have come through the door in the tree. The shadow moth’s the only thing that makes it open.’

‘And the moth would never let her through!’ cried Marie.

‘Hmm,’ said Mum. ‘There must be another way.’

Imogen tried to picture it – a second magical door … Where might such a thing be? Close to their home or in another country? Perhaps there were many such portals, hidden at the back of old graveyards, tucked behind ivy in the corners of parks, buried deep in ancient woodlands …

Mark spoke in a whisper. ‘You don’t think Anneshka has come for—’ He caught himself, but they all knew where that sentence had been heading. You don’t think she’s come for Marie?

Tears filled Marie’s eyes. ‘I’m not going with her! She can’t make me!’

‘Of course not,’ said Mum. ‘That woman’s not coming anywhere near you.’

‘I’d like to see her get past me,’ said Grandma, stamping her walking stick on the floor.

Imogen glanced out of the window, as if Anneshka might appear at any moment. She knew that was silly, but she couldn’t help it …

The sisters’ eyes met across the kitchen table. ‘Anneshka will do anything to make her prophecy come true,’ said Marie. ‘It’s the only thing she cares about.’

‘I thought she’d already found the greatest kingdom,’ said Mark. ‘I thought that’s why she let you go.’

‘But what if she didn’t?’ gasped Marie. ‘What if she’s still searching? Then she’d want – she’d want me!’

Imogen tried to squash her rising panic.

The thought of Anneshka being in this world made her feel like she was on the edge of a very steep cliff. The moment she took her eyes off the drop, she was sure she would slip.

Mark propped his elbows on the table. ‘You don’t think this is it? The greatest kingdom, I mean?’

Grandma snorted so hard she had to grab a tissue. ‘No, Mark. I don’t. If there is such a thing, it’s Italy. The opera, the architecture, the—’

‘What are we going to do?’ cried Marie, looking from Mark to Grandma to Mum.

‘I’ll write a letter to the prime minister,’ said Mark. ‘Tell him the truth about Anneshka. She ought to be locked up for what she’s done.’

‘A letter?’ Grandma looked at Mark with disbelief. ‘What good will that do? She needs some sense knocking into her. Why, she can’t be much older than twenty. Barely out of short trousers. I’ll go over there and give her a good talking-to.’

‘No,’ said Mum, rather loudly. Every head turned her way. ‘No letters. No lectures. You must all stay away from Anneshka or Annabelle or whatever she’s calling herself. And I mean it. I don’t even want you in the same county as her.’

Imogen had to admit, she didn’t fancy meeting Anneshka again. Just the thought of it made the skin on the back of her neck prickle.

‘I don’t want you girls worrying, either,’ continued Mum. ‘Mark and I will work out what to do. In the meantime, there’s no reason to think Anneshka being here has anything to do with us. She doesn’t even know where we live. It’s best if you forget all about this.’

Hearing Mum speak with such confidence made Imogen feel a bit better. Although she wasn’t sure she could just forget.

‘I need tea,’ muttered Grandma, and she put the kettle on. ‘Tea with an orange juice chaser. Anyone else want one?’

Mum nodded and got to her feet. Mark stayed put, reaching for the cat. But Mog, who was normally so keen to be stroked, hissed and hopped to the floor.

That’s strange, thought Imogen. She looked at Mark – properly this time.

He stretched across the table and ruffled her hair. ‘What’s going on in that head of yours, Imogen? Didn’t you hear your mum? We’ll take care of this Anneshka situation. There’s nothing to worry about.’
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Imogen started spending her lunchbreaks in the school computer room. Her friends said this was boring and refused to join her. They couldn’t understand why she’d become obsessed with ‘some random businesswoman’.

But Imogen couldn’t stop thinking about Anneshka. Even though Mum had told her to forget it. Even though Mark said it would be fine.

It was as if Anneshka was a planet and Imogen was a rock, trapped in an endless orbit. Her mind kept circling back.

Imogen didn’t want to worry her mother, and she still didn’t have her own phone, so school breaks were her only chance to investigate.

She started by searching Anneshka’s fake name. Several news articles popped up.

Annabelle Clifford-Marbles is a good friend of the Duke of Sconfordshire. They were riding together through his Little Piddlington Estate, when they came up with the idea.

What idea? wondered Imogen.

She kept reading …

Ms Clifford-Marbles explained: ‘And I just thought, look at all this green. Isn’t green marvellous? Wouldn’t it be lovely if more things were green?’

Well, that didn’t sound much like Anneshka.

Imogen scrolled down the page.

‘We’re calling it Green & Pleasant. A stylish way to save the world.’

That really didn’t sound like Anneshka. There was even a photo of her, pretending to plant a tree.

None of this made any sense …

Had Anneshka Mazanar really changed? Did she feel sorry for trying to kill Miro? Did she regret kidnapping Marie?

Imogen tapped at the desk as she thought …

No.

It was more likely that Anneshka had made a mistake than she’d become an environmentalist. She must no longer think that Valkahá is the greatest kingdom, must be searching for a new throne … just like Marie said. This ‘new Anneshka’ was just another disguise.

Imogen typed in ‘what is greatness?’

The computer had thousands of answers:

A natural ability to do better than others.

Imogen had to admit, she would like to have a natural ability to do better. She’d like to be better at singing and maths. Once, she’d wanted it so badly that she’d copied the answers for an algebra test.

Imogen shook off the thought and kept searching.

Ah, here was a new definition:

The quality of being great (in size, ability or power).

Her gaze lingered on the last word.

Power.

Now that sounded more like Anneshka.

Pow-er, power, power—

The boy at the next computer gave Imogen a funny look and she realised she must have been chanting the word out loud.

‘Sorry,’ she said, and she began an image search. There was a photo of Anneshka kissing a baby, Anneshka painting a fighter jet green, Anneshka pulling a sad face next to a piece of litter.

A symbol was sewn on to the pocket of her dress. Imogen zoomed in. It was a small green crown … Was that Anneshka’s logo?

In the corner of the litter photo was a man who looked a bit like a Viking. He had a pointy beard and a close-shaven head. He was in the next photo too, standing beside Anneshka. A badge was pinned to his jacket, shaped like a crown.

Imogen peered at the screen more intently. There was the same man, making way for Anneshka. There he was growling at a child. The Viking man was in every shot.

Imogen gripped the sides of the computer screen. ‘Who are you?’ she whispered.

The boy at the next computer gawked, but Imogen didn’t care. She had to work this out. It felt like the only way to guard against Anneshka was to know more about her than she knew about them.

Perhaps the Viking was friends with Anneshka … or perhaps he was a new bodyguard? There was something a bit frightening about him. He didn’t look like he knew how to smile.

Brrring! went the school bell.

Lunch was over.

Imogen banged the desk with frustration. She would have to leave her research for the weekend – just when she felt like she was making progress too.

It’s okay, Imogen reassured herself. It’s not as if Anneshka’s going to turn up tomorrow. I’ve still got time to work this out.
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Imogen tried not to think about Anneshka when she got home from school.

She tried not to think about her that evening, while eating Mum’s famous chicken casserole; tried not to think of her as she climbed into bed, where Marie was already snoozing.

Marie had been sharing Imogen’s bed ever since she’d been kidnapped. She was having trouble falling asleep in her own room and she seemed to feel safer here.

Imogen was still trying not to think of Anneshka the next morning, when Mum announced that they were going to the Haberdash Gardens. ‘Mark says, if you’re good, he’ll make a campfire,’ said Mum.

Imogen knew this was code for don’t you go wandering off.

She didn’t mind though. She was surprised that Mum let them go at all. After all, the door was in the gardens … the door that led to the magical world.

It was embedded in the trunk of an enormous tree, and it had a tendency to slam shut. That was how Imogen and Marie had got stuck in Yaroslav. That was how Mark had got stuck too.

It would be easy for it to happen again …

But Mum had got into the habit of visiting the gardens when the girls were missing. It was where she’d felt closest to them. Now they were home, she took the girls to see Mrs Haberdash and her overgrown estate most weekends.

Mum said it was all about ‘trust’. She said she knew the girls wouldn’t go looking for trouble (which meant the door in the tree). And the more Mum acted like she trusted Imogen, the more sensible Imogen wanted to be.

As Mark pulled into the car park, Imogen experienced a familiar tingling, remembering her other-world adventures and how it had all begun …

Mum was in the front passenger seat. Marie and Imogen were in the back. And there were the Haberdash Gardens, with plants pressing themselves against the fence, vines creeping under the gate.

The land had been in Mrs Haberdash’s family for centuries. But the money had run out, and she’d stopped being able to afford gardeners many years ago.

Luckily, Mrs H had the tea rooms: a mobile home on the other side of the car park, where she sold hot drinks and cake. This, her pet dogs, and her many friends seemed to keep her happy.

Friendly letters hung above the garden gate, saying Welcome to the Haberdash Gardens. Less friendly letters were painted across it: NO TRESPASSING!

But Mrs Haberdash said the sisters could trespass as much as they liked.

Mark parked and the girls sprang out of the car, racing each other to the gate. Soon, the whole family was walking along the garden path, surrounded by birdsong and leaves.

A worry creature was standing on top of a tall flower, pulling a scary face. Marie, Mum and Mark kept walking. They couldn’t see the little beast.

Imogen paused. She could see it. She could see it very well indeed.

It was about the size of an onion, with short wrinkly legs and pale eyes. The worry creatures often appeared when she was anxious. They never made things better – only worse – although Imogen had got much better at managing them.

Anneshka could be behind that bush, hissed the worry creature.

‘Keep up, Imogen,’ called Mum. She was further up the path, almost out of sight behind the wall of shrubs.

Imogen swatted the creature off the flower and it fell, screaming, into the weeds. Then she trotted to catch up.

The family kept walking until they reached Mum’s tent. It had become a permanent fixture of the gardens, pitched beneath the branches of a horse chestnut tree. The grass around it had grown long and wild, apart from a bit that had been flattened by repeated picnics.

As usual, Mum had brought snacks and a book. Mark arranged stones in a circle and collected sticks to stack inside. ‘You can’t beat a good campfire,’ he said. ‘I learned how to do it in—’

‘Scouts,’ cut in Imogen, because Mark had said this before. But she couldn’t help cracking a smile.

A short while later the girls were sitting by the crackling fire, nibbling crisps. ‘Hey, Marie,’ Imogen whispered. ‘I looked up Anneshka.’

‘Mum said not to think about that,’ her sister replied.

Imogen groaned. It might be easy for Marie to stop thinking, but Imogen couldn’t just switch off her brain.

As if to prove her point, the onion-sized worry creature came back into view. It was hopping from plant to plant, using the cow parsley heads as wobbly stepping stones.

Imogen shuffled closer to her sister. ‘But did you know Anneshka’s friends with a duke?’

Marie was very quiet. She’d been quiet over tea the night before too. Imogen had thought she was just tired, but now she wondered if something else was going on.

Mum and Mark talked on the other side of the campfire. They looked very serious and their voices were low. Imogen suspected they were talking about Anneshka too …

The worry creature slid down a stem, like a firefighter whizzing down a pole. You can’t be safe from Anneshka if you don’t know what she’s doing, it hissed.

‘She says she’s making things greener,’ Imogen continued. ‘But I don’t think that’s true.’

‘In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t care,’ snapped Marie.

Imogen blinked, startled. She often spoke to Marie about her fears and anxieties. It was the best way to make the worry creatures go.

And Marie never responded like that.

Then Imogen felt very silly, because how could she forget? She might be stressed about Anneshka, but this was much harder for Marie.

In the quiet moments before sleep, as the girls lay in bed, Marie would talk …

She’d talked about the time Anneshka had threatened to feed her to a dragon. Marie had thought she was about to die.

Sometimes, Marie talked about the old queen – the one she’d seen murdered. Imogen had told Marie that it wasn’t her fault, there was nothing she could have done. But Marie still had nightmares about that evening.

Imogen ate the last crisp and sighed. Her worry creature was getting closer, hissing, but Imogen fixed her attention on her sister.

‘Sorry, Marie,’ she whispered. ‘You’re right … I shouldn’t talk about Anneshka if you don’t want to. I won’t bring it up again.’

Marie stared at the tangled undergrowth, not giving any sign that she’d heard.

Anneshka could be out there, said the worry creature.

Imogen booted it away.

‘Besides,’ she added, focusing on Marie. ‘There’s nothing for us to talk about. Mum and Mark are here. It’s totally different – much safer – in this world.’

On the other side of the campfire, Mum and Mark sat closer, fingers touching when they thought the girls couldn’t see.

   


[image: Image Missing]

Anneshka Mazanar had achieved a lot in our world, just as Imogen’s investigation had shown.

She’d interrogated religious leaders. She’d successfully blackmailed the Queen. She’d even considered strangling the prime minister. It would have been easy enough. She’d seen stewed fruit more capable of defending itself than that man.

But, for now, the prime minister was more useful alive. He didn’t seem to object to the ‘disappearance’ of Anneshka’s enemies. He was even happy to help with her money-making schemes, so long as he profited too. In this United Kingdom, Anneshka could grow very rich.

And yet, wealth alone wasn’t greatness. Anneshka had learned that. The five queens of Valkahá had been slick with silver and look what had happened to them. They’d drowned like metal-plated rats.

Even the five queens’ legacy was in tatters. Miroslav Krishnov had seen to this during the duel, when he’d whipped off the krootymoosh’s mask.

Still … when Anneshka had left Valkahá, she’d filled several trunks with the five queens’ silver – as much as one carriage could hold.

Money may not be all there was to greatness, but it helped to have plenty to hand.

After the duel, Anneshka had pretended to be Princess Pavla again, and King Ctibor had fallen for it. He’d been distracted, searching for his youngest daughter, and he said ‘Pavla’ could do as she wished.

So Anneshka had taken his money too, helping herself to it in the castle vaults. With this stolen fortune, she bought a legion of Yezdetz; fierce warriors who fought for pay.

The Yezdetz had travelled with Anneshka to England, through the door in the tree. They disguised themselves as the local nobility, in green wellington boots, tweed clothes and flat caps.

With soldiers, the remaining silver, and her own cunning, Anneshka had no problem wriggling into the English elite. Here, she had multiplied her wealth many times over, and made influential friends.

But not everything had been simple. Anneshka had discovered a powerful magic that ran all of the UK, from how people made money to who they married. It was in their pockets, in their handbags, in their homes. It had the power to take lives or save them.

The locals called it technology.

And, although none of the peasants seemed sure how it worked, Anneshka knew it was the meaning of greatness. It controlled everything. And what could be greater than that?

Anneshka just needed to find the source of the magic. To make it hers. Only then would she rule this kingdom. Never mind politicians or royalty … They weren’t in charge around here.

Anneshka would sit on the Throne of Technology.

If only she could find it.

After a frustrating few months, where she’d uncovered more questions than answers, Anneshka returned to her own world. The people of England may not know about magic, but she knew someone who did.

Anneshka stood in the Kolsaney Forests. Samo, the leader of the Yezdetz, was at her side. He was bald with a rather impressive beard.

In the half-light of dusk, the forests were made of abstract shapes. No matter which way Anneshka turned, there was a never-ending pattern of vertical lines. The trees were repeating themselves.

‘How I hate this place,’ she muttered, and, in that moment, she had the horrible feeling that nothing had changed. Despite everything she’d been through, despite all the people she’d fooled – the forest was just the same as it had always been …

She was just the same … no closer to ruling the greatest kingdom than when she first began.

Anneshka took a deep breath. ‘Ochi,’ she called. ‘Where are you?’

Only an angry squirrel replied.

Perhaps the witch is afraid, thought Anneshka. ‘Lay down your weapons,’ she told Samo.

The leader of the Yezdetz removed his sword and daggers. He placed them at the foot of a tree.

‘Ochi,’ Anneshka shouted once more. ‘Will you show us the way to your house? This man wishes to purchase a prophecy. He’s ready to sell his soul.’

Samo’s cool eyes flicked to Anneshka’s face, but he didn’t object. He was almost always silent, and Anneshka liked him for that.

A velecour squawked and Anneshka pivoted, startled by the sound. When she turned back, she noticed a gap in the trees – a path that hadn’t been there before. It seemed to lead to an old cottage.

‘Follow me,’ Anneshka commanded, and she walked towards the house.

Samo’s footsteps were silent behind her.

There were eyes in the trunks of the trees.

‘Ochi owes me answers,’ Anneshka muttered. She remembered a phrase from the other world; one that suited her current mood well. ‘No more Mr Nice Guy.’

   


[image: Image Missing]

Ochi was in the cottage garden. Young and willowy, she greeted Anneshka with a smile. Although, Anneshka noted, the smile didn’t reach the witch’s eyes.

‘Come in, child,’ said Ochi. ‘My, haven’t you been busy? The trees have told me so much.’ She bowed to Samo. ‘You too, brave warrior. You are most welcome.’

Anneshka stepped into the cottage. It looked the same as the last time she’d visited. There was a writing desk and a fireplace, clay pots on every surface, a chicken asleep in a drawer.

As soon as the witch passed the threshold, her figure crumpled and her dark hair turned white, thinning until there was almost none left.

Anneshka had seen this transformation many times, but it never failed to disgust her. The real Ochi was no more a young woman than an ancient oak was an acorn.

The change was over in a matter of seconds and the old witch hobbled to her chair. ‘So,’ she croaked, eyeing Samo. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘Never mind him,’ snapped Anneshka. ‘It’s me who needs your help.’

‘But your soul is already—’

‘The stars said I’d rule the greatest kingdom,’ said Anneshka. ‘And I have found the right place. There is a world with flying machines and underwater ships, where houses are lit by un-burning fires called elec-trici-tee.’

Anneshka had to pause for breath. ‘If I could just understand the enchantment behind it … there must be a system of spells. Then I’d be a powerful ruler – not just a queen, but a mage – with mastery over all living things. That is greatness. That is my destiny.’

The witch brought her bony fingertips together, so they formed a steeple in front of her face. She took her time before she answered. ‘Magic? I know very little of the stuff.’

‘Nonsense,’ shrieked Anneshka. ‘You’re a witch!’

The chicken woke up and started fussing. Ochi looked uncomfortable. ‘My powers are humble and of this world. Besides, you are already a princess, heir to King Ctibor’s throne … Is that not enough?’

‘You call that a throne? The Lowlands are half-flooded and rotten with damp!’ Anneshka stepped closer to the old woman. ‘How do I control England’s magic? Where is it kept?’

‘I don’t know,’ insisted Ochi.

‘Very well,’ said Anneshka and she signalled to Samo. He stalked across the room, quick as a shadow, and reached for one of Ochi’s pots.

‘What are you—’ the witch started.

Samo threw the pot at the floor. It smashed, clay shards flying.

Ochi screamed.

The chicken in the drawer looked alarmed.

And among the smashed pot was some kind of vapour – a soft and glittering mist.

So that is a soul, thought Anneshka. It was so small, so flimsy, so easy to miss. It hardly seemed worth all the fuss …

Still, releasing it had the desired effect on the witch.

Ochi threw herself on to her knees and tried to grab the little cloud, but it would not be contained. It seeped between her fingers, circling her wrists. ‘Noooo!’ she croaked.

The soul swirled for a moment as if gathering itself, then it flew, shrieking, up the chimney.

Anneshka winced. It felt like the scream would pierce her eardrums. 

‘How could you?’ cried Ochi. ‘I earned that soul, fair and square! I need it – I need it to live!’

‘How can I control England’s magic?’ asked Anneshka. ‘You know, don’t you? Tell me the truth!’

Ochi only shook her head. She was quivering, frantic.

Samo seized another pot and let it fall. This one landed with a dull thump. The soul slithered out from a crack, shimmering and shimmying. Then it too flew, screaming, up the chimney.

The other pots started trembling, as if they wanted to be freed next. There were hundreds of them – lined up on the windowsill, tucked under the stairs, stacked in the corners of the room.

Samo kept going. He took two pots and smashed them against each other – thud, thud, crack! The clay broke and souls oozed out.

‘Stop it!’ cried Ochi. ‘Stop!’ She grasped Samo’s arm, but he shook her off.

Anneshka watched, amused.

She picked up a pot and felt its weight in her hand. It was solid enough. She threw it against the wall.

The chicken ducked as the pot hurtled over its head. Clay smashed and the soul fled, shrieking. Anneshka felt a tremor of joy.

Samo was slow, methodical, working his way round the room. The chicken took cover beneath the desk. The freed souls pooled on the ground, misting Anneshka’s ankles, waiting their turn to soar free.

The more pots Samo broke, the weaker Ochi became. She was sprawled on the ground, hardly able to lift her head. Each released soul seemed to layer on the years, bringing the witch closer to death.

Anneshka raised her hand and Samo stopped. ‘Something to tell us?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know – about their – magic,’ gasped Ochi.

Anneshka peered down her pretty nose. ‘You really are pathetic, aren’t you? You’re not a messenger for the stars! You’re just a broken old instrument, no good for—’

Her eyes passed over a clock. It was sitting on the mantelpiece with scratches all over its face. Tiny jewels, that looked like stars, were suspended in the air before it. All five hands were still.

‘Talking of broken old instruments …’ Anneshka remembered what Ochi had told her, that the clock was tuned to the time of the stars. ‘Samo, take that timepiece.’

The leader of the Yezdetz obeyed.

‘Let us return to England,’ said Anneshka and she stepped over the collapsed witch. ‘Ochi is just a translator, and a poor one at that. With the right apparatus, I can find the source of magic for myself.’
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The next weekend, Mum and the girls returned to the Haberdash Gardens. It was a warm May Sunday, and Imogen was determined to keep her promise. She would not talk about Anneshka. Not even if Marie brought it up. Not even if one thousand worry creatures were waiting in Mum’s tent.

‘I don’t know why,’ said Mum, as she drove down the road to the Haberdash Estate, ‘but I feel strangely calm in this place. I’d come every day if I could.’

Imogen knew what Mum meant. She liked being with the birds and the frogs and the insects. In the evening, it was a good place to watch stars.

Mark was helping Imogen learn the stars’ names. He didn’t know them all himself, but he’d got a special astronomy app on his phone.

There was no Mark in the car today though. He’d taken up mountain biking and he’d gone to do that instead.

‘I’m going to draw a skret,’ said Marie, from the back seat. She’d perked up in the last week. Imogen suspected that the shock of Anneshka’s appearance was beginning to fade.

She glanced at Mum, wondering if she’d say that skret don’t exist. But Mum only smiled. ‘Sounds like a good plan,’ she replied.

As Mum turned off the engine, Imogen heard barking. It wasn’t coming from the gardens. It was coming from the tea rooms, on the other side of the car park.

That was strange … Mrs Haberdash’s dogs didn’t usually bark, unless they were very excited.

The girls leaped out of the car. There was a sign on the tea rooms’ entrance: UNEXPECTED VISITORS. CLOSED EARLY.

Something smashed on the other side of the door.

Mum came hurrying over. ‘What is it? What’s—’

Bang, clatter, SMASH!

Whoever was in there, they were getting through Mrs Haberdash’s plates.

Mum knocked on the door and was answered by a very loud squawk. She knocked harder. ‘Mrs Haberdash?’

‘I’m not in,’ replied Mrs H’s voice.

Imogen and Marie exchanged glances.

‘Are you … is everything okay?’ Mum tried the door handle, but it didn’t budge.

‘We’re not open,’ cried Mrs H. ‘I’ve got—’ She was interrupted by more crashing, smashing and the yapping of dogs – ‘visitors!’

‘All right, Mrs Haberdash,’ said Mum, backing away.

Imogen was about to say that they couldn’t leave her like this, that there was clearly something wrong, when Mum started climbing in through the window. ‘You wait here,’ she said to the girls, before slipping between the net curtains.

Imogen’s imagination went into overdrive. Perhaps Anneshka was in the tea rooms. Perhaps she was holding Mrs Haberdash hostage and the old lady couldn’t ask for help.

‘Catherine!’ cried Mrs H.

Squawk, squawk, CRASH!

‘Oh no, not the carrot cake!’

‘Mum!’ cried Imogen, banging on the door. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Are they safe?’ asked Mum’s voice.

Imogen wished she could see who ‘they’ were. Surely, Mum wouldn’t stop to ask questions if the visitor really was Anneshka?

Imogen didn’t hear Mrs H’s reply, but she’d had enough of waiting. ‘You stay here,’ she told Marie … just in case.

Then she scrambled up and through the tea rooms’ window. Nothing could prepare her for the scene inside.

The counter, which was always so well ordered with scones and slices of cake, was a mess of trampled sponge. There were smashed saucers by the door, and the dogs, that were normally so lazy, were hurtling around the room – barking, scrabbling under tables, leaping off sofas and chairs.

In the centre of this chaos was Mrs Haberdash, sitting on her mobility scooter. She was brandishing an umbrella with both hands, holding it out like a shield. ‘They’re out of control!’ she cried, with a look of pure desperation.

Imogen peeped around Mrs Haberdash’s umbrella.

And there, on a cake stand, was a creature that looked nothing like a cake. It didn’t look like Anneshka either. It was scrawny, with stunted wings and a long sharp beak. Its feathers were downy – not yet having their adult colours – but there was no mistaking it. That was a young velecour.
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The bird on the cake stand let out a squawk. It had pale tufty feathers and ping-pong ball eyes. It looked like a bad art project. There was a second chick on the counter, trying hard to swallow a scone.

Imogen had never seen such small velecours. There had been young birds in Castle Yaroslav’s gardens, but even they’d had adult plumage. This pair must have been freshly hatched.

‘They’re enormous,’ said Mum, shouting to be heard. The dogs were still running in circles, yapping as they bounced off the walls.

‘You should see the fully grown ones,’ muttered Imogen.

‘They’re not dangerous,’ said Marie, who had climbed in through the window – despite Imogen and Mum’s instructions. ‘Or, at least, not on purpose.’

‘They’ve eaten all of my cake!’ cried Mrs H. ‘And smashed my best china!’

‘What are they?’ cried Mum.

‘Velecours,’ said Marie.

Mum glanced at her youngest. ‘Vela-what?’
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‘They’re not from here,’ said Imogen, remembering Zuby’s words. The skret had warned of the perils of letting things slip between worlds. He’d said there was no knowing what kind of destruction it would bring. Well, the velecours were certainly destructive, although this probably wasn’t the kind of destruction that Zuby had been worried about.

‘Do you mean to say they’re from the other realm?’ asked Mrs Haberdash, in a quavery voice.

The girls nodded. They’d told Mrs H about the door in the tree – and the world that lay beyond. She was the only person outside their family who knew.

‘Oh,’ said Mrs Haberdash, lowering her umbrella. ‘So they’re not exotic geese?’

That set everyone laughing. The dogs stopped barking, wondering what was going on. Even the velecours looked confused.

In the quiet that followed, Mum asked, ‘Where did you find them, Mrs H?’

‘They came through my gardens with the tourists. They must have fallen out of their nest as they can’t even fly.’

The velecour on the cake stand stretched its wings and flapped, as if to prove the old lady wrong. It lifted a few centimetres into the air, before falling back down with a plop.

‘Sorry, I don’t follow,’ said Mum. ‘What tourists?’

Before Mrs Haberdash could answer, the velecour on the counter did a poo and that set the dogs barking again. Mrs H raised her umbrella.

‘Well,’ cried Mum. ‘We might not be able to solve all the world’s problems, but we can at least save your tea rooms from these two.’ She grabbed a tablecloth and advanced on the closest bird.

The velecour on the cake stand let out a battle-cry. Imogen and Marie tucked themselves behind Mrs H, bracing themselves for a fight.

But there was no fight. Mum threw the tablecloth and the baby velecour let out a strangled squawk as the fabric fell over its head. Then it went very still.

‘There,’ said Mum, dusting her hands on her jeans. ‘I thought that might do the trick. They think it’s night, just like budgies.’ 

Imogen eyeballed the turkey-sized lump under the tablecloth. It didn’t look much like a budgie.

The other velecour made a retching sound and everyone turned its way. There was something wedged in the bird’s throat – something shaped like a scone.

‘It’s choking!’ cried Marie. The chick threw back its head, trying to force the scone down.

Mum grabbed the velecour and stuck one hand down its gullet. For a split second, it looked as if the velecour was eating Mum, but she pulled out the scone, brandishing it above her head.

Imogen, Marie and Mrs Haberdash cheered. The velecour struggled and screeched. Mum placed it back on the counter and covered it with a second tablecloth.

The velecours quietened. The dogs retreated to a wicker sofa.

‘Right,’ said Mum turning to Mrs H. ‘Now … what’s all this talk of tourists?’
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‘The tourists have come a few times,’ confided Mrs H. ‘They’re not like my regulars at all. They always wear horrible red trousers and wellies. Even when the weather is fine!’

The old lady shook her head, pearl necklace tinkling.

‘At first, I thought they were on holiday, but I’m not sure they’re proper tourists. They said they’re part of a business, said they want to buy my estate – the mansion, the tea rooms, the gardens, the lot.’

‘What did you say?’ asked Imogen. She had an uneasy feeling, deep in the pit of her stomach. She’d never seen anyone else in the Haberdash Gardens, never even heard of people wanting to visit.

‘I told them the land’s not for sale,’ said Mrs H. ‘Those are my gardens and you girls warned me about the secret door. I didn’t want the tourists to find it … Besides, I need these tea rooms.’

Mrs Haberdash rearranged one of her dangly diamond earrings and pulled a thoughtful face. ‘The tourists were a lot less friendly after that. They weren’t very clear about why they wanted the estate. Just said they’d make it greener … more exclusive.’

Greener? 

The uneasy feeling crept out of Imogen’s stomach, spreading along her limbs.

Do not ask about Anneshka, she told herself. Do not even mention her name. That’s the last thing Marie and Mum need.

‘Why have I never seen these people?’ asked Mum. 

‘They come very early,’ said Mrs Haberdash. 

Don’t mention Anneshka – not a word …

‘I saw them again this morning,’ continued the old lady. ‘They left just after dawn. Then I found these geese in the car park and they looked so lost.’

Anneshka, Anneshka, Anneshka …

‘What’s the name of the business?’ blurted Imogen.

Mrs H paused. ‘They’re called something like Purple and Plenty or Pleasantly Green … No, no, that’s not right … Green and Pleasant! That was it!’

Mum’s hand shot to her mouth.

‘But that’s Anneshka’s business!’ cried Marie. Her face was milky white.

Imogen wished she could undo it, wished it wasn’t so. But the truth was clear. Anneshka hadn’t found a new way to pass between worlds. She was using their secret door, in their favourite gardens.

She must have let the baby velecours through by mistake.

‘Hello?’ said a voice from outside.

Everyone stared at the tea-room door and one of the dogs growled.

‘It’s Teddy, from Save Our Birds. I’ve come to collect the geese.’

‘Oh, good,’ said Mrs Haberdash and she whizzed towards the door.

‘No!’ cried Imogen, spreading her arms. Mrs Haberdash looked surprised, so Imogen lowered her voice. ‘I mean, we can’t let him in. He can’t see the velecours.’

The old lady blinked. ‘It’s all right, Imogen. They’ll be well looked after at the bird sanctuary.’

‘Velecours don’t exist in this world,’ said Imogen. ‘They’re a whole new species. And, if a new species is discovered in your gardens, people will want to investigate.’

She tried to speak calmly, but Zuby’s words kept repeating in her head. Just think what would happen if we had humans slipping between worlds. There’d be wars and diseases and who knows what else.

‘Don’t you see?’ she pleaded. ‘People will find the door in the tree – more people.’

‘Imogen’s right,’ said Mum.

‘But I can’t keep these birds,’ said Mrs H, gesturing at her smashed-up tea rooms and the velecours, who were still under tablecloths.

The bird man knocked again. ‘Hello?’ he called. ‘Is anyone in?’

‘No!’ Mrs H replied.

‘We have to take them back,’ whispered Marie.

Imogen stared at her sister, her heart beating fast in her chest.

‘You don’t mean … back to the other world?’ asked Mum.

Marie gave a solemn nod.
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‘Absolutely not,’ said Mum. ‘There’s no way you’re going 	 anywhere near that door. Not after you got trapped there. Not after Mark almost died.’

‘But baby birds need their parents,’ said Marie.

Marie was right. Imogen knew it. The velecours wouldn’t survive on their own.

Mum seemed to know it too. She took a shuddering breath. ‘I’ll take them back myself.’

Imogen considered her mother. All spring, Imogen had avoided that part of the garden – the part where she’d found the door in the tree. She didn’t want to break the trust that had grown between her and Mum. She also didn’t want to get stuck in the wrong world … Not again.

But every night, Imogen had imagined the journey to Yaroslav. She hoped that, even if she couldn’t return in real life, she might visit in her dreams.

She wanted to see Miro more than anything. He’d have something to say about Anneshka’s sudden appearance. He’d help to investigate …

‘Look, I don’t have time for this,’ shouted the bird man from outside.

‘I’ll send him away,’ said Mrs Haberdash, zipping towards the door. Her dogs trotted after her, tails up.

Now it was just Mum, Marie and Imogen in the tea rooms. And two dozing velecours.

‘It might be hard to find the door in the tree,’ said Imogen, watching for her mother’s reaction. And then, in a quieter voice, she added, ‘I still remember the way.’

‘I know it too,’ squeaked Marie.

But Mum was looking at Imogen. She ran her fingers through her hair. ‘You would have to do exactly as I said …’

Imogen fizzled with excitement. ‘Yes, I would!’

‘And you’d need to stay back from the door. Only the birds would go through.’

Imogen knew this was for the best, but she couldn’t help wishing she could see Yaroslav one last time. She fiddled with a thread that had been pulled loose from her jumper. ‘How will we know if the velecours have found their families?’

Mum’s expression sharpened. ‘We won’t. We’ll just have to hope that they’re close.’

The velecours were still sleeping under the tablecloths, breathing slow squeaky breaths. Smashing up the tea rooms had clearly tired them out.

Finally, Mum turned to Marie. ‘You stay here, with Mrs Haberdash.’

Marie’s smile fell and Imogen’s heart dropped with it. They couldn’t leave Marie, even if they were only going into the gardens.

‘That isn’t fair!’ cried Marie.

Mum took another deep breath.

Imogen could understand why Mum might be nervous. She and Marie hadn’t always done as they were supposed to … They hadn’t always listened to their mother. And she hadn’t listened to them.

But things were different now.

‘You can trust us, Mum,’ said Imogen. ‘Can’t she, Marie?’

Marie nodded vigorously.

Mum looked from sister to sister. Finally, she straightened her shoulders. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘But we’re doing this quickly. And neither of you goes within ten feet of that door.’

Marie threw Imogen a grateful look. ‘Yes, Mum,’ they chorused.

It took all three of them, plus Mrs Haberdash, to cram the velecours into rucksacks. The chicks protested and tried to scrabble free. But, eventually, only their tufty heads stuck out.

Imogen, Marie and Mum set off into the gardens, with Mum and Imogen carrying a velecour each. 

Squawk! said the bird at Imogen’s back.

‘This way,’ cried Imogen, pacing down the path.

It felt strange to know that Anneshka and her people were using these gardens to pass between worlds. It made them feel dangerous. Even though Mrs H said the ‘tourists’ left at dawn, how could she be sure no one had stayed behind?

Imogen led the way across the river, balancing on a fallen tree. The velecour in her rucksack seemed to sense the precariousness of its situation and it kept very still.

When all three of them stood on firm ground, Imogen looked around.

‘Where to now?’ asked Mum, and for a moment, surprise silenced Imogen. Not so long ago, Mum hadn’t believed in the door in the tree. Yet here she was, asking to be shown the way.

Imogen cleared her throat. ‘Follow me.’

But the further she walked, the less certain she was that she was going in the right direction. ‘Imogen, I don’t remember this bit,’ whispered Marie.

So Imogen turned back, passing a row of cherry trees.

The velecour in her rucksack became restless, kicking and clawing at the inside of the bag. ‘Hey!’ cried Imogen. ‘Enough of that!’ 

The chick squawked back.

Imogen didn’t recognise this part of the garden either. It was as if the trees were cards, and someone had shuffled the pack.

The path twisted to the right and she felt a surge of recognition. ‘This way,’ she cried. ‘Follow me.’ She broke into a run, velecour-stuffed rucksack bouncing on her back.

Buk-buk-ba-gaaaaaaawk! cried the chick.

But when Imogen turned the corner, it wasn’t the door in the tree that she discovered – but the river. They’d come full circle.

Imogen kicked at the earth. This was a disaster! Just when Mum had started to believe in her …

‘Imogen,’ said Mum. ‘I’m not saying you don’t know the way, but perhaps you’ve just slightly forgotten?’

You’re going crazy, whispered a worry creature. Yaroslav doesn’t exist.

‘No!’ said Imogen, a little more petulantly than she’d intended. ‘It’s not me. It’s – it’s the trees! They’re not in the right places!’

‘I know what you mean,’ Marie muttered. ‘It feels different without the moth.’

The moth.

Yes, that was it.

Only Mezi Můra can make the door visible … That’s what Zuby had said.

Imogen threw up her hands. ‘Of course! The door won’t show itself without the moth. I forgot.’

‘Right,’ said Mum. ‘And how
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The thrilling sequel to the bestselling middle-grade debut of autumn 2020, shortlisted for the Waterstones Children’s Book Prize

Imogen and Marie return through the door in the tree to a whole new Yaroslav.

Miro is king, but hates it. Anneshka is no longer queen … and hates it.

When Anneshka hears a prophecy that she will rule the Greatest Kingdom, she seizes Marie, believing her to be key to fulfilling it, and heads over the mountains. Imogen and Miro chase after them.

But what they find in the lands beyond will change everything again, and see them facing dangers they could never have imagined, both human and otherwise.

Exciting and funny, and beautifully illustrated throughout by Chris Riddell, the Clock of Stars trilogy is a timeless fantasy from the most astonishing new voice.

Click on the cover to read more.
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