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Introduction: Entering the Mystical Make-Believe

Marty lasted a few more years in Allenshead after his first adventure in the Majestic Wonderland. He stayed with his grandparents, Grandpa Bill and Grandma Dottie, until he finished his schooling in the tiny village. But Allenshead was just that—a village, not a town. After graduation, there was nowhere for a boy like Marty to go except away. So, as expected, his grandparents packed him off to a boarding school in London.

From the moment he arrived, Marty knew he was out of place. The other students, all pale and lacquered with city confidence, seemed to sense his difference immediately. He was a country boy, and worse, he was a country boy who had seen things. Sometimes, in the haze of sleep deprivation or late-night study, the wildness of the Wonderland would flicker behind his eyes, and his classmates would catch him staring into the middle distance, smiling at nothing. They called him "Mad Marty" and made him the butt of every joke. Teachers, if anything, were worse. They'd pull him up for the smallest infraction, and when he tried to explain himself, they'd sigh and mark him down for insubordination. Marty was a ghost in that place, drifting from class to class, barely speaking unless spoken to, and always with the sense that he was being watched.

For a year and a half, Marty endured. He survived on letters from Grandma Dottie and the knowledge that, in the holidays, he could return to Allenshead, even if only for a little while. He counted the days until he could escape.

When he finally arrived home for the spring break, his grandparents could see it immediately: Marty was not the same boy they had sent away. He was quieter, paler, a little thinner around the eyes. Grandma Dottie baked his favourite pies and fussed over him, but Marty barely touched his plate. Grandpa Bill took him out to the shed and tried to show him the old woodworking projects, but Marty just nodded, not really seeing the tools or the shavings on the floor.

On the third day, Grandpa Bill announced that they were going for a drive. He didn't say where, and Marty didn't ask. They drove out of Allenshead, past the rolling hills and the sheep meadows, until they reached the edge of a forest Marty had never seen before. The trees here were darker, older, their trunks twisted into strange shapes. Grandpa Bill handed Marty a small trowel and a battered canvas bag. "We're going truffling," he said, and led the way into the woods.

The forest was cool and damp, and the air smelled of earth and moss. They wandered for a while, poking at the ground, looking for the telltale humps where the truffles might be hiding. After a while, Marty lost sight of Grandpa Bill. He wasn't worried; the woods were quiet and safe, and he could still hear the distant crunch of boots on leaves.

But then something moved ahead of him—a flash of bristle and a low, snuffling sound. Marty crouched, heart thumping, as a hedgehog waddled into view. It paused, looked at him with bead-bright eyes, and, in a voice as clear as the Queen's English, said, "This way, if you please."

Marty didn't question. He followed the hedgehog deeper into the woods, past trees that looked more and more like frozen dancers and old men mid-argument, until the world seemed to shift around him. The air grew sweeter, the ground softer, and the light took on a golden, syrupy quality. Marty realised, with a kind of calm certainty, that he had crossed over. He was no longer in the woods outside Allenshead. He was in a place that felt familiar, like a dream he'd once had and half-forgotten.

He was in the Mystical Make-Believe.
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The hedgehog's voice cut through the forest air like a bell, crisp and unmistakably real. Marty felt something inside his chest—something that had been locked tight for eighteen months—crack open just a fraction. He hadn't imagined it. He hadn't dreamed it. The magic was still there, waiting for him.

"You're real," he whispered, his voice hoarse from disuse. At school, he'd learned to speak only when absolutely necessary, and even then in clipped, careful sentences that gave his tormentors no ammunition.

The hedgehog tilted its head, considering. "Of course I'm real. Though I suspect you've been told otherwise for quite some time." Its bright eyes took in Marty's hollow cheeks and the way his shoulders curved inward, as if perpetually braced for mockery. "You look rather worse for wear, if you don't mind my saying so."

Marty almost laughed—would have laughed, if he could remember how. "That's what everyone says."

"Well, everyone is quite right. Come along then." The hedgehog turned and began waddling deeper into the woods, its spines catching fragments of the dappled light. "We haven't much time before your grandfather starts calling for you, and there's someone who's been rather anxious to see you again."

Without hesitation, Marty followed. Each step felt lighter than the last, as if the very act of moving deeper into these impossible woods was stripping away layers of accumulated misery. The air grew warmer, sweeter, tinged with the scent of honey and wild roses. The trees began to shimmer at their edges, their bark taking on an almost crystalline quality.

"I thought I might never come back," Marty said, surprised to hear himself speak voluntarily. "I thought maybe I'd imagined it all."

"Imagined it?" The hedgehog sounded genuinely offended. "My dear boy, there's nothing imaginary about imagination. It's the most real thing there is—far more real than those dreary classrooms and their multiplication tables."

The trees began to thin, revealing glimpses of something extraordinary beyond. Rolling hills that seemed to fold in on themselves, painted in colours that had no names. In the distance, a castle balanced precariously on what appeared to be an enormous teacup, its flags streaming in a wind that blew upward instead of across.

"Welcome to the Mystical Make Believe," the hedgehog announced with considerable pride. "Though I should mention, it's grown rather considerably since your last visit. The Queen has been in quite a creative mood."

As they emerged from the treeline, Marty gasped. It was the same—the sense of boundless possibility, the feeling that anything could happen and probably would—but also completely different. Where before there had been gentle meadows and talking flowers, now there stretched a landscape of magnificent impossibilities. A lake hung suspended in mid-air, fish swimming lazily through clouds. A library had grown like a tree, its books fluttering their pages like leaves. And there, approaching them with her arms outstretched and tears of joy streaming down her face, was the Queen of the Mystical Make Believe
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