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For my nephew, Zachary Bell.
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Bess Harper wasn’t having a good day. Normally, she loved being the owner of Harper’s Odditorium. After all, there weren’t many eleven-year-old girls who had their very own museum full of strange curiosities and fascinating things – from haunted dolls to two-headed taxidermy cats. Not only did Bess adore the place and everything in it, but she had successfully revived it too. She had recently discovered that there was a network of troll tunnels hidden under the ground and that these tunnels contained railway tracks leading to magical gateways that took trains to other worlds. Bess had been fortunate enough to journey aboard the Train of Dark Wonders, and during her visit to the Land of Halloween Sweets, she’d obtained some new exhibits for the Odditorium.

Now, visitors flocked to ogle the spectacular fire whale in the lobby, to marvel at the minty mummy lurching up and down the corridors, and to examine the werewolf’s fang. They were also eager to sample the pirate soup in the new café. Bess had even had to hire some additional staff to keep up with the demand, especially as she still had to attend school during the week. Today was a Saturday, though, so Bess was able to spend the whole day at the museum – but things weren’t going to plan. Earlier on, one of the visitors had been bitten when they’d tried to pick a whispering flower, and now she could hear screaming. This wasn’t completely unheard of in the Odditorium, but in this case there was rather a lot of screaming, along with the thump of running feet.

“What’s going on?” Bess asked, opening her office door and poking her head out into the corridor.

“It’s the alligator!” a visitor yelled as he raced by. “It’s escaped!”

Bess started running at once, fighting against the fleeing crowd. When she reached the old ballroom, she saw that the door to Blizzard’s tank was open and the albino alligator was nowhere to be seen. He was very old now and spent much of the day asleep, but it was close to his mealtime, so he’d probably gone off in search of food. She groaned aloud. One of the new staff members must have broken the golden rule and accidentally left the tank unlocked.

Bess sprinted up the curved staircase to the supply cupboard to fetch his lead and muzzle, praying that she would be in time to prevent any of her visitors from being eaten. Due to the number of deadly, dangerous and downright cursed things in the museum, she already had to pay out a large portion of the Odditorium’s income on insurance premiums. She wasn’t about to see her exemplary safety record blemished – not today.

She raced from the ballroom and followed the sounds of mayhem, which quickly led her to Blizzard. As she’d expected, he was prowling the corridor, taking a snap at any passing ankle or small child that crossed his path. He might have been old, but he was still a vicious, cold-blooded, three-metre-long killer of a beast, and even Bess felt a chill of fear when she got close to him.

Fortunately, he hadn’t yet seen her. She used her best tiptoeing skills to sneak up from behind, thanking her lucky stars that Blizzard was now almost entirely deaf. Her heart was beating painfully fast as she sprang forwards to slip the muzzle over his long snout. Blizzard snapped his jaws at her, but she tightened the muzzle in one fluid motion, then gave him a hard stare and said in her coldest tone, “No! ”

If anyone else had spoken to Blizzard this way, he probably would have attempted some type of murder, but with Bess he just shuffled his feet in a shamefaced fashion and then allowed her to tug and coax him back to his tank. No sooner had she locked the door than there were more cries of alarm – this time from the café.

Bess sighed as she pocketed the key. “Now what?”

There was a squawk from one of the cobwebbed chandeliers overhead and a flurry of inky black wings as Jet – Bess’s raven – swooped down to land on her shoulder.

“I don’t know what you expect,” the bird huffed. “This is what comes from having puppet chefs. He’s probably set something on fire again. I do hope it’s not one of the visitors – that would be a shame.”

“Jet, please!” Bess groaned, hurrying from the ballroom. “If you don’t have anything constructive to add then—”

“There’s no need to snap at me, Elizabeth,” Jet said in a snippy tone.

“It’s only that I wish you wouldn’t sound so gleeful when you talk about visitors being set on fire,” Bess panted as she ran down the corridor, past the map room, the taxidermy room and the pressed-trees room.

“I’m not gleeful. In fact, I don’t much care for all this chaos. It upsets my digestion.”

“You love chaos,” Bess replied, rolling her eyes.

She finally arrived at the old orangery, where the café was located, and threw open the door. The tables and chairs had been repurposed from other rooms in the building, and none of them matched. They were positioned around a chef’s station in the centre. A few remaining orange trees gave off a zesty scent of citrus that nowadays was mixed with the aroma of gunpowder and rum.

Bess had been very grateful when her friend Beau had given her one of his magical puppets. In his large white hat and striped apron, André looked every inch the traditional chef, and his speciality was pirate soup, with a little pirate galleon floating in the bowl. Each miniature ship could fit in the palm of one hand but was perfect in every detail, from the rigging and masts to the sails and anchor. They reminded Bess of ships in bottles, except that these ones all flew a Jolly Roger flag and had a real pirate crew. The pirates were prone to firing the ships’ cannons, but since the cannonballs were only about the size of a raisin, no real damage was ever done.

The problem occurred on the rare occasion when a mermaid popped up in the soup. She would start singing and, like most singing mermaids, she wanted to drown people for reasons that Bess still didn’t totally understand. There wasn’t much in the way of water in the orangery, so her enchanted victims made do with pouring drinks over their heads, which only served to frustrate the mermaid and upset the visitors.

Sure enough, today there was a tiny blue-haired mermaid warbling away on one of the tables. The visitors were drenched and complaining, soup was getting knocked over, and it was all rather disordered. Bess took a pair of earplugs from her pocket and thrust them into her ears before racing to one of the cupboards and pulling out a jar. The next moment she’d scooped the mermaid up, poured in a glass of water and screwed the lid on tight. The combination of the water and the lid dampened the singing enough to loosen the spell over the visitors. Some of them rushed up to Bess to complain and threaten one-star reviews. Bess wasn’t too bothered by this, since shocking, sensationalist tales only seemed to draw people to the museum all the more, but she was glad that it was almost closing time.

She loved having visitors usually – it felt like honouring her grandfather’s memory. When he’d passed away a few months ago, he’d left the Odditorium to Bess rather than her father or uncle because he’d known how she loved it and that she would fight to keep it and take care of it. But some days it was still a relief when the last visitor left and she could finally close up.

As she went to shut the doors at the end of the day, the new staff filed past her, eager to head home. None of them wanted to linger in the museum after dark. There were too many spooky, cursed, bizarre things within. The only person who remained in the museum with her after hours was Jamie, the elderly caretaker who’d worked there as long as Bess could remember. He’d been a close friend of her pops and wasn’t afraid of anything in the museum, even Blizzard.

In his gruff way, Jamie had always been kind to Bess, and she liked to think that they were friends. Still, it wasn’t the same as being with friends her own age. She hoped that Beau, Maria and Louie all thought of her as much as she thought about them. She wondered what sort of fantastic adventure her new friends might be having right now aboard the Train of Dark Wonders and couldn’t help feeling a flash of regret that she wasn’t with them.

Bess and Jet made their way to the ballroom, where they found Jamie mopping the floor. As always, his white hair stuck up at peculiar angles and he wore his customary blue overalls and the gloves he never took off, even in the summer. Blizzard’s escape had left a certain amount of swampy water and alligator droppings to deal with, but it looked like Jamie was just coming to the end of the clean-up.

“I’m sorry,” Bess said. “I would have been here to help sooner, but there was a mermaid in the orangery.”

Jamie grunted. “The gator’s tank never should have been unlocked in the first place. It’s all because of having new folk in the Odditorium.”

“We need the extra help,” Bess reminded him. “There are too many visitors for us to handle on our own now.”

“Personally, I preferred it when there were no visitors here at all.”

Bess shook her head. “Jamie, the whole point of this place was that Pops wanted to share his collections with the world.”

“Ordinary people don’t appreciate them,” the caretaker replied with a sniff.

It wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation and Bess sighed. But before she could say anything further, there was a loud crash from upstairs. Jamie and Bess both looked up at the ceiling.

“That sounded like it came from the attic.” Bess frowned.

The attic was used as overflow storage for items not quite interesting enough to be put on display, along with exhibits that the public had grown tired of.

To Bess’s surprise, Jamie looked a bit shifty. “Probably a bat that’s somehow got in,” he said. “You stay here, miss. I’ll see to it.”

“No way,” Bess replied. “Bats don’t make crashing sounds like that. If something’s going on in the attic, I want to see what it is.”
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There was a different sort of atmosphere in the Odditorium after dark. As Bess climbed the stairs, with Jamie at her heels and Jet swooping ahead through the shadows, she could hear some of the exhibits shuffling and scuttling about. There was also the soft murmur of the whispering flowers that grew over the building’s exterior. None of this especially bothered Bess because they were sounds she was used to, but she wasn’t at all sure about the noises coming from the attic.

There hadn’t been any further bangs or crashes, but now she could make out a faint whir, low and grumbling. She racked her brain but couldn’t think of any items stored up there that would make a sound like that.

“Whatever it is, I’m sure I can sort it out on my own,” Jamie said, slightly out of breath in his attempt to keep up with Bess. “It’s late. Don’t you want to go home for a nice cup of—”

Bess cut him off. “Trying to persuade me to go home is only making me want to investigate more.”

Jamie sighed but didn’t say anything further as they headed down the portrait hall. It was lined with old oil paintings of people whose eyes moved to watch as they passed by. They reached the door at the end that opened on to a spiral staircase. The air turned cool and musty as Bess hurried up it, with Jamie trailing behind. As she stepped out into the attic, the wooden floorboards creaked underfoot and the whirring noise was louder than ever. It was definitely a mechanical sound – a bit like the one Isabella the clockwork fortune teller made whenever she lurched into life.

It was impossible to see anything in the inky dark, so Bess fumbled for the light switch. She turned it on with a snap and a weak, sickly glow filled the room from the grimy lightbulb. Her eyes swept over an accumulation of familiar items – stacks of old books, a pile of dolls’ heads, travelling trunks covered in stickers from exotic locations, a couple of cursed teddy bears, a haunted mirror, a dressmaker’s dummy and much more besides. But everything was completely, unnaturally still. There wasn’t so much as the flicker of a ghost in the mirror or a rude gesture from one of the bears.

Bess narrowed her eyes. “What’s going on here?” she said. “What’s making that noise?”

“Could be rats,” Jamie suggested hopefully.

“Doing what?” Bess replied incredulously. “Riding motorbikes inside the walls?”

“Stranger things have happened in this place,” Jamie muttered.

Bess picked her way through the piles of stuff, following the noise to the far side of the room.

“It’s coming from behind this wall panel,” she said. Her eyes fell on Rubric, an improbably enormous stuffed swordfish that had previously been mounted on the wall but now lay on the ground. “That must have been what made the crash. The vibrations knocked him off.”

Bess ran her hands up and down the wall, searching for a keyhole. She was an expert lock-picker and had her kit in her pocket, as always. But there was no need to use it this time because the wall panel shifted slightly at her touch and she was able to prise it open with her fingers. It swung open like a door, revealing the secret compartment behind. About the size of a large cupboard, it was just big enough to contain a single antique spinning wheel.

Bess heard Jamie give a little groan behind her. The wheel had come to life and was spinning a strange silver thread. It fell into mirrored spools upon the floor, growing larger by the moment.

“A cursed spinning wheel!” Jet exclaimed in delight. “About time. Which princess are we going to send to sleep?”

“We’re not sending any princesses to sleep.” Bess glanced over her shoulder at Jamie. “What is this?”
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The caretaker shook his head and Bess saw that he’d gone pale. “Your pops shouldn’t have brought it back,” he said hoarsely. “He shouldn’t have taken anything from that place.”

Bess could easily guess what Jamie was referring to. The other world that both he and her grandfather had originally come from – the Land of Fairy Tales. She knew now that it was a dark and dangerous place that her grandfather had had no wish to visit or even speak of ever again.

“Mark my words,” Jamie said. “Any fairy-tale thing is bad news.”

“Excuse me,” Jet said tartly. “I’m right here.”

Jamie glanced at him. “You don’t count, seeing as you didn’t come from there originally.”

During her visit to the Land of Halloween Sweets, Bess had been gifted the raven by Ember, her fairy godmother. She’d also learned there that she was descended from a long line of wicked stepsisters.

“As for that,” Jamie said, waving his hand at the spinning wheel. “I’d seal up the wall and never speak of it again.”

“But…Pops must have brought it with him for a reason,” Bess said. “And why is it starting up now, after all this time?”

“Probably just malfunctioning,” Jamie grunted. “It’s very old.”

Bess could see that just by looking at it. The spinning wheel had the rickety appearance of something ancient and she guessed it was easily the oldest object in the Odditorium. The dark wood gleamed in a way that was somehow sinister and sly and, despite herself, Bess shivered. She still hadn’t completely come to terms with the revelations about her heritage. She’d always been drawn to strange and peculiar things, but she didn’t think of herself as a villain and she certainly had no wish to harm a princess, or anyone else for that matter.

“Do you think it might be something to do with—” she began.

“Don’t! ” Jamie cut her off. His voice dropped to a whisper. “Don’t say her name.”

Bess glanced at the window and saw several whispering flowers pressed up against the glass. They got their name from the way they whispered secrets non-stop, night and day. Usually, they produced an indecipherable hush of sound, but occasionally they spoke with one dark, rustling voice. They had done so a couple of months ago and their whispered warning still echoed inside Bess’s head: Queen Cinderella is looking for that slipper. One day she’s going to work out where it is… Then we’ll all be in danger…

When Bess had told Jamie about it, he had brushed off her fears. “The door to the Land of Fairy Tales doesn’t open for another hundred years,” he’d said. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

The whispering flowers hadn’t spoken to Bess since, although she’d tried to get more information from them. She took a step towards the window now, but the flowers were already rustling their leaves and withdrawing.

“I’m going home for my tea,” Jamie announced, turning away from the wheel, which was still spinning. “If you’ve got any sense, you’ll do the same.”

Bess glanced at her UFO watch and sighed. Her parents would be expecting her. They were normal, unadventurous people who were really nothing at all like Bess. They didn’t lay down lots of silly rules, but they did ask that she make it back to the dinner table on time. Reluctantly, she conceded that she would have to go too. One way or another, though, Bess was determined to find out what the spinning wheel was up to.





[image: ]


After making sure the lights were all out and the Odditorium doors were locked tight, Bess headed for home. It was only a short walk to her house, which was plain and ordinary and always made her feel like she didn’t quite belong. She was far more comfortable among the strange and peculiar things in the Odditorium. To her relief, her parents had reluctantly accepted Jet’s presence, but they knew nothing about the fact that Pops had originally come from another world. Bess was sure that if she tried to speak to her parents about spinning wheels, stolen slippers and furious queens, they would have absolutely no idea what she was talking about.

She felt another burst of yearning for her friends aboard the Train of Dark Wonders. Bess hadn’t heard from any of them since Professor Ash, the train’s owner, dropped off a supply of magic beans for her whispering flowers a couple of weeks ago. It would be so wonderful to see her friends again, especially now that she had a mysterious spinning wheel on her hands and no one to confide in. Apart from Jet, of course.

“Don’t worry, Elizabeth,” the raven said, once dinner was over and they’d escaped to her bedroom. “We’ll get to the bottom of this spinning wheel business. Perhaps start with the book?”

“Good idea.”

Bess didn’t much like being called Elizabeth, but it didn’t seem to matter how many times she asked Jet to call her Bess, he only ever called her by her full name – although, if he was in an especially good mood, he might refer to her as “mistress”. Jet’s role was to be her loyal companion, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be a bit contrary and sarcastic from time to time. Most of the time, in fact. Bess supposed that helpful mice and chirping birds were better suited to princesses, whereas wicked stepsisters matched better with quarrelsome ravens.

She unlocked the bottom drawer of her desk, reached inside and pulled out another gift from her fairy godmother – a heavy tome, bound in purple velvet. The black letters stamped across it read: The Comprehensive Guide to Being a Wicked Stepsister (and Changing the World). Bess had dipped into the book multiple times over the last couple of months, but she still hadn’t read it cover to cover. There were many fascinating chapters, describing everything from talking ravens to poisoned apples. Jet swooped down to perch on her shoulder as she flicked to the index at the back, scanning it for any mention of spinning wheels.

“Here we are,” she said.

The thick, creamy pages crackled beneath her fingers as she turned them. She found herself gazing down at a drawing of a spinning wheel that looked very much like the one in the Odditorium’s attic. There was a paragraph of text underneath.


Spinning wheels are traditionally the remit of evil witches, used especially for the purpose of casting sleeping curses, but wicked stepsisters may also find them useful for the creation of protective clothing. No curse or arrow can penetrate a garment made from mirrored thread.



Bess frowned. “The question is…if the spinning wheel has been there for decades, why has it just started spinning now?”

Jet stared at the page with bright eyes. “Mark my words,” he said, “it’s not a coincidence. If it’s making protective clothing, it must think there’s danger approaching.”

Bess thought of the whispering flowers again and what they’d said about Cinderella. “We should call the Train of Dark Wonders,” she said, pleased to have a real reason to do so. “I need to see the almanac.”

The almanac contained information about the different worlds, as well as locations and timetables for the gates. Jamie had told her that the gateway to the Land of Fairy Tales wouldn’t open for decades – but what if he was wrong? Bess needed to check for herself and the almanac was the easiest way to do that.

“Does the book say anything else about spinning wheels?” Jet asked, peering over her shoulder.

Bess flipped through the pages, but there was no further detail about spinning wheels. It seemed there was nothing more she could do until the morning.
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Bess rose early the next day and quickly pulled on a pair of jeans and an old Loch Ness monster T-shirt. She scraped her frizzy brown hair back in a ponytail, threw on a jacket covered in different coloured skulls and made her way to the Odditorium. Jet swooped ahead of her through the quiet streets. It was icy cold and the rose gardens opposite the museum were sparkling in a coat of frost. Roseville was known for its spectacular roses that bloomed all year round, and both Bess’s parents worked in the garden, but Bess had always thought the place rather dull compared to the Odditorium.

All was quiet when she let herself inside, except for the minty mummy who was lurching up and down the lobby beneath the floating fire whale. About thirty centimetres tall, the mummy was covered in bandages, with both arms sticking straight out in front of him.

“How dare you disturb my slumber!” he grumbled as she passed by. He couldn’t say any other words as far as Bess knew. He couldn’t even tell her his name, so she’d given him one herself.

“Sorry, Milton.”

Bess and Jet headed straight up to the attic, where the spinning wheel had clearly worked through the night. Reams and reams of spun mirrored thread lay upon the floor. There was something about the icy flash of it that reminded her of suits of armour standing guard in sombre mansions. But when Bess picked the thread up, it felt cold and slippery between her fingers. The spinning wheel itself was now still and silent as if it had never whirred into life at all.

“Not much good like that, is it?” Jet said, staring at the pile of thread. “Shouldn’t there be a team of mice or butterflies to turn it into a garment?”

“I think that only happens with princesses and ballgowns,” Bess replied.

She glanced around the attic, but no helpful mouse in a seamstress bonnet appeared to fashion the cloth and it didn’t seem as if the cursed teddies would be much use. Bess had only ever seen them move to make rude gestures or poke each other in the eye. With a sigh, she set the pile of thread back down.

“Come on, Jet. Let’s go call the train.”

They left the attic to make their way to the secret entrance that went straight to the underground tunnels. Lights upon the walls came on automatically as they descended the spiral staircase, and before long Bess found herself standing on the platform. The bottle-green brick walls gleamed and a barrier with a ticket machine separated one part of the platform from the other. Bess reached into her pocket and pulled out a golden ticket for the Train of Dark Wonders. It was a special ticket made just for her, which meant that she could go aboard the train whenever she liked. All she had to do was feed it into the machine and the train would come to pick her up as soon as it could.

Bess put the ticket into the machine and felt a tug as it was pulled inside, out of view. Of course, she knew that the train might be exploring some other world and might not be able to return for days or even weeks. But at least she’d sent the message. And when she was reunited with her friends, they would be able to use the almanac to tell her where the gate to the Land of Fairy Tales was located and when it was next due to open.

Bess decided to go back to the office and check her grandfather’s old travel journals. Perhaps one of them might mention the gate. They went upstairs and Jet settled on his perch, eating sugared plums, while Bess spent some time combing through the journals. But there was no mention of the Land of Fairy Tales at all. Finally, Bess leaned back in the desk chair, frustrated. She wanted to find some of the answers for herself rather than relying on her friends but had no idea where to look. This wasn’t exactly the kind of thing you could research in the local library. She returned to the attic and rummaged about in the trunks in case there were any books hidden there that her grandfather hadn’t wanted her to find, but this didn’t reveal anything either.

“Why don’t you tell me something useful for a change?” she said, looking at the whispering flowers that were crowded up against the window. “I bet you could tell me about the gate if you wanted to.”

“Forbidden…forbidden…” the flowers started to whisper. “It’s forbidden…”

Bess went right up to the glass and used her coldest, most authoritative voice. “Tell me anyway!”

“It’s closer than you think. The tunnels…”

“Under the museum?” Bess asked, surprised. Surely the flowers couldn’t mean that the gateway had been hidden beneath her feet the entire time. But the blooms had gone back to murmuring undecipherable words.

Bess called Jet and made her way down to the underground platform. All was quiet and still, just as it should be. She switched on her torch and hopped on to the train tracks. She’d only gone a few paces when a sudden noise made her jump. It was a scraping sound like fingernails scratching at the walls. It wasn’t loud, but it was out of place in the tunnels – normally you couldn’t hear anything beyond the occasional drip of condensation splashing on to the tracks.

“Hello?” Bess called.

Her voice echoed down the tunnel, but there was no reply. She shone her torch towards the dark entrance, but it didn’t help much. Bess had been into the tunnels a short way once before, when looking for magic beans for her flowers. There’d been nothing to see except the occasional rat. Yet something was making that scratching sound and Bess didn’t like the idea of an unknown creature prowling about beneath the Odditorium.

“Come on,” she said to Jet, perched on her shoulder. “Let’s take a look.”

They set off into the mouth of the tunnel. Bess kept her torch aimed ahead of her, straining her ears for the distant rumble of trains. She didn’t think this was a busy part of the network – the tracks were covered in dust as well as rat droppings and looked like they weren’t used much. The Train of Dark Wonders had made the occasional drop-off at the Odditorium platform but generally preferred to park at Roseville’s central underground station when passing through.

The scraping, scratching noise got steadily louder and more frantic. It no longer sounded like one set of fingernails but dozens of them. Bess peered through the gloom as she came around a bend in the tunnel. And then she stopped stock-still, her hand tightening around the torch. She’d reached a fork in the tracks, but while one of the routes was clear, the other was crowded with brambles. Their sharp thorns gleamed dangerously in the beam of the torch as they crept further out into the tunnel, scraping along the metal tracks and brick walls as they went.

“What is this?” she said, staring as a thick vine inched its way towards her foot.

Bess was no stranger to magical plants – not only did she have the whispering flowers, but a collection of pressed trees too. She’d never come across brambles that moved about by themselves before, though. The thorns were a dusky red colour and the branches sported black, jagged-edged leaves, along with scarlet fruit. They looked like berries at first, but when Bess looked closer she saw the forbidden gleam of tiny red apples. Marble-sized, they were much like the ones growing on her pressed tree upstairs.

“Poisoned apples,” Jet said appreciatively. “I can smell the poison in them.”

“What are these brambles doing down here?” Bess wondered. “They must be blocking up the tunnel for a reason. Are they trying to keep something out or in?”

“Fetch an axe,” Jet suggested. “We’ll soon chop a way through and then we’ll find out.”

“Oh no!” Bess exclaimed. She had a soft spot for poisoned apples. “I don’t want to damage them.”

There was no need to fetch an axe, however, because when Bess took a step forward to examine the brambles more closely, they parted in front of her, scraping their way up the walls to make space. She didn’t feel scared as she walked through the tunnel of thorns. The poisoned apples were familiar as friends, although it was the first time she’d been around so many in one place. There must have been hundreds of apples here. Their scent hung in the air – a mixture of burnt sugar and cold rain.

Bess had only gone a few steps when she came across a lowered signal-crossing barrier. The brambles stopped at this and the tunnel beyond was so pitch black that the light from her torch didn’t seem to penetrate it at all. There was a lightbulb – currently unlit – attached to the signal crossing, along with a bell.

The whispering flowers were right… Bess thought, with a shudder.

“This is just like the signal crossing we saw before we went into the Land of Halloween Sweets,” Bess said, staring at it. “It marks the spot where there’s a gateway to another world.”

Jet cocked his dark head. “I don’t see any gate.”

“The barrier only comes down when there isn’t a gate. It’s to stop you wandering through and getting lost between the worlds.”

“What happens if you do that?” Jet asked curiously.

“I don’t think anyone knows,” Bess replied. “But you’re never seen or heard from again.” She frowned at the signal crossing. “I wonder if Jamie knows there’s a gateway to another world down here. I guess Pops must have done.”

Before Jet could reply, they were interrupted by the loud sound of honking. Bess leaped back as a large goose burst from the shadows ahead and raced towards them, hissing fiercely.
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Bess may not have been afraid of poisoned apples, but an enraged goose was another matter. There was no time to wonder what it was doing there or why it was so angry. The bird was flapping its wings and hissing as it hurtled towards them, and Bess turned and ran back down the tunnel, her boots clanging loudly on the tracks. The goose was fiendishly fast and Bess could hear the slap-slap of its webbed feet behind her as she fled. Jet was shouting insults at it from her shoulder, which only seemed to make the goose even angrier.

When Bess reached the station, she was surprised to see Jamie hurrying out from the stairwell. He took one look at the goose and ran to the edge of the platform to grab Bess’s outstretched hand and haul her up beside him.

“Belinda!” he snapped. “Calm yourself. This girl is a friend, understand? Friend! ”

The goose abruptly stopped hissing and shuffled her large, webbed feet in a contrite sort of manner.

Bess looked at Jamie. “What is going on here? Did you know that there’s a gateway to other worlds hidden under the Odditorium? And a load of brambles with poisoned apples? And what’s the deal with this goose?”

Jamie took a deep breath. “Belinda lives in the tunnels.”

“What do you mean, she lives in the tunnels?” Bess replied. “Geese should live outside with grass and sunlight and—”

“Belinda is no ordinary goose,” Jamie said quietly. “I’ll answer your questions but not down here. We shouldn’t speak of such things near the gateway. Let’s go upstairs.” He turned to the goose. “It’s all right, Belinda. No one is cross with you.”

“I’m a bit cross,” Jet said.

Jamie ignored him and tossed the goose a couple of jellybeans. She scoffed these down and then waddled back down the tracks into the tunnel.

Bess, Jamie and Jet climbed the spiral staircase and went into the nearest exhibition room. The walls were covered in photographs of UFOs, along with maps showing reported spaceship crash landings. There were no visitors yet, but when Bess glanced at her watch she saw that they would have to open the front doors soon.

“Yes, I knew about the gateway,” Jamie said before she could speak. “Why do you think your grandfather built his mansion here? He wanted to cover up the entrance to make it harder for anyone to stumble across it by accident.”

“That gateway leads to the Land of Fairy Tales, doesn’t it?” Bess said.

“Yes,” Jamie admitted reluctantly. “But, like I said, it’s not due to come back here for another hundred years. Your grandfather wanted to take precautions by planting the brambles and putting Belinda down there to guard it, but it’s overkill in my humble opinion.”

“The brambles weren’t there the last time I went into the tunnels.”

“They were, but not so many. They’ve grown recently. I’m not sure why. Maybe it’s because they sense that Belinda is… Well, she’s getting on. She sleeps a lot now. She’s not quite the guard goose that she once was.”

“A goose seems an odd choice for a guard animal,” Bess said. “I’m surprised Pops didn’t put Blizzard down there.”

“She chased you off, didn’t she?” Jamie replied, looking a little offended on Belinda’s behalf. “Anyway, Belinda is no ordinary goose. She came with us from the Land of Fairy Tales.” He sighed. “You’ve heard of ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’, I suppose? You know that Jack stole a goose from the giant – a bird that could lay golden eggs?”

Bess nodded slowly. “Are you saying…?”

Jamie slowly peeled off his gloves. Bess had never seen him without them before. She’d always known there was something different about one of his hands, because he kept it covered and moved it awkwardly. And now, for the first time, she saw what it was. One of Jamie’s hands was solid gold.

“Belinda can turn things into gold too,” he said. “When she’s frightened or startled or—”

“Are you saying that your real name is Jack?” Bess stared at Jamie incredulously. “From ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’?”

“Of course not,” Jamie snapped, pulling his gloves back on. “Jack was my dad. He was…never the same after all that business with the giant. And he didn’t always treat Belinda right. One day she turned him into solid gold from head to toe. She’d have been destined for the cooking pot if I hadn’t taken her and fled. Luckily, I met your grandfather, and since coming to this world I’ve enjoyed a quiet, peaceful life. You think the fairy-tale world is all sparkly gowns and handsome princes, but it’s not. It’s curses and witches, talking frogs and—”

“Jamie,” Bess interrupted, rolling her eyes. “You know I don’t care about sparkly gowns or handsome princes. Curses and witches and talking frogs, on the other hand—”

“Just leave it well enough alone,” Jamie begged. “Please, miss. It’s a bad place. I know you’re curious about your past, but no good will come of poking about in such things.”

“Well, according to you I couldn’t get into the world even if I wanted to,” Bess said.

“That’s right.”

“But something’s changing around here, isn’t it?” Bess pressed on. “The spinning wheel waking up and the brambles growing and—”

Jamie waved a hand dismissively. “They’re probably just excited about you being the new owner,” he said. “Your grandfather was the most courageous man I ever met and he struck Cinderella a fearsome blow when he took that slipper. But it’s stepsisters who’ve always had the most power, the most magic. The brambles and the spinning wheel know who you are, and they probably want you to do great and terrible things. You just have to ignore them and eventually they’ll settle down.”

“What about the Train of Dark Wonders?” Bess asked. “I used the ticket to call it. What if the brambles are blocking the tunnel?”

“The brambles would let the train through,” Jamie replied. “It’s the only train they’ll allow to pass. But your friends will probably park up at the Roseville Station anyway. Better facilities. There’s a mole there, you see, selling snacks.”

“Yes, I’ve met him,” Bess said.

“What do you want the train for anyway?”

“I want to see the almanac,” Bess replied. “Besides, it’s been a month since I last saw them all and I miss my friends.”

It was almost time to open the Odditorium to the public and Bess heard a knock at the front door as one of the new staff members arrived. She was grateful for an excuse to end the conversation with Jamie, so she hurried away to let them in.

Bess spent the next few hours puzzling over things. Something didn’t seem quite right. Jamie obviously didn’t believe the Land of Fairy Tales would be a problem any time soon, but the whispering flowers had warned her about Cinderella. The fact that the brambles and spinning wheel were becoming more active made her feel worried too.

Her concerns increased further when she went up to the attic later that day and found a team of black spiders working away on the mirrored cloth. Bess wasn’t especially squeamish about spiders, but it was still a little startling to see dozens of them hanging from their cobwebbed threads, changing the shape of the cloth before her eyes. Even the cursed teddy bears were helping by holding the pins. By the end of the day the work was finished: the mirrored cloth had been fashioned into a hooded cloak. The spiders had draped it around the old dressmaker’s dummy, where it gleamed and shone. It reminded Bess of the sort worn by Little Red Riding Hood, except that it was silver.

“Thank you,” she said to the quiet room. The spiders had disappeared back into their webs and the cursed teddy bears were sitting lifeless in the corner again, but it still seemed polite to acknowledge their efforts.

“Well, don’t just stand there gawping,” Jet said. “Try it on.”

Bess felt a shiver of excitement pass through her as she approached the dummy. The cloak was fastened around its neck with a green velvet ribbon. Bess untied the ribbon and removed the cloak, which felt heavy in her hands, the icy cloth spilling through her fingers like a waterfall. She realised that it had a green velvet lining, with several pockets sewn inside. It was a wondrous thing and she experienced a flash of pride that it had been made specially for her. Her friends on board the Train of Dark Wonders were all so fascinating, so talented and unique that Bess had felt a little plain and boring by comparison. But that feeling was starting to fade away.

She strode over to the haunted mirror and heaved the cloak over her shoulders. Now she was wearing it, it felt as light as air. She tied the ribbon around her neck, drew the hood over her head and looked at her reflection. The cloak fitted her perfectly, like being wrapped up in a cold shiver of a hug. All of a sudden, Bess felt like she could do anything while wearing it – that she could sweep any number of obstacles from her path and conquer the world.

“Marvellous,” Jet said approvingly. “Much better than those Bigfoot T-shirts you’re always wearing.”

“I like my Bigfoot T-shirts,” Bess replied.

“One day, we’ll do something about your taste in fashion,” Jet said.

“We will not,” Bess assured him. She turned around and the cloak billowed out in a most satisfying and dramatic way. “I love it. It’s a shame I can’t wear it to school.”

Bess looked over at the spinning wheel, still silent and motionless in its hidden compartment. It was a large, bulky item and it struck her that it wouldn’t have been the easiest thing to carry as Pops and Jamie were fleeing from the Land of Fairy Tales. Her grandfather must have thought it was important enough to make the effort and that they might have need of protective cloaks one day.

Now that Bess was looking at the spinning wheel, she found it difficult to glance away. It felt like the strongest of magnets and Bess had the distinct sense that it wanted her to go to it. Not only that, but the spindle was calling her, begging to be touched. She knew that bad things happened to princesses in fairy tales when they pricked their fingers upon the spindles of spinning wheels, but Bess was no princess and she was wearing a protective cloak besides.

“It’s calling you, isn’t it?” Jet said. He was perched on the dressmaker’s dummy, cocking his head this way and that. “I can almost hear it too. A shiver in the air.”

Bess nodded. “What do you think I should do?”

“Well, you can either stand there like a ninny or you can go over and see what it wants.”

Bess rolled her eyes, but she didn’t really mind Jet’s brusque manner. She had no intention of being a ninny, so she walked over to the secret compartment. The spindle gleamed dangerously in the shadows, but Bess knew somehow that it wasn’t a threat to her and she didn’t feel scared as she gently touched it with a fingertip. A small bead of blood welled up on her skin, but nothing else happened and Bess wondered whether she’d been mistaken, after all. Then suddenly an image burst into her mind, so vivid that the attic seemed to vanish.

Instead, she was back in the tunnels, looking at the gateway. She knew she was beneath the Odditorium because she was surrounded by wine-coloured brambles with black leaves and tiny poisoned apples. But the gateway wasn’t an empty black hole anymore. There was a door there – a door to another world. It was difficult to make out to begin with because it was covered in chains and padlocks, but one by one these fell away, landing in clinking heaps at her feet.

The door to the Land of Halloween Sweets had been a black iron gate hung with spooky misshapen dolls. This one was quite different, but Bess knew at once that it must belong to the Land of Fairy Tales.

At first glance, it was beautiful – a door made of white wood, carved with the images of tall, elegant castles, jewelled crowns and lovely princesses. There were shining red apples too, stark against the white. But when Bess turned her head slightly, the images shifted. The princess became a snarling hag, the castles were covered in brambles, the crowns were worn by growling wolves. The red apples were drops of blood. Bess shivered and her eyes went to the chains upon the ground.

She was just wondering whether she should put them back when there was a low, creaking sound and the door started to swing open. Bess watched in fascinated horror as a hand crept around the edge of the door, long fingers gripping the wood. It was an old person’s hand, wrinkled and spotted with age. Bess could clearly see the veins beneath the pale skin, and massive jewels gleamed from rings upon several of the bony fingers.

Bess knew, even without anyone telling her, that this hand belonged to Cinderella. Not the fair, young princess from the storybooks, but an old queen – bitter and furious. The hand came further through the gap, the gnarled fingers reaching out in a clutching, grasping, greedy way. Bess took a step back. She felt like a bucket of icy water had been thrown over her head and had a strong dread of those fingers brushing against her. It seemed as if evil rippled out from the door in waves…

And then the vision was gone and Bess was back in the attic before the spinning wheel.

“What did you see?” Jet asked curiously.

“It’s the door to the Land of Fairy Tales,” Bess said, still shivering despite her cloak. “Jamie’s wrong. I have a feeling it’s going to get here sooner than he thinks.”
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Bess tried pricking her finger on the spinning wheel a couple more times, but it had no more visions to bestow, so she went to find Jamie. He looked alarmed when she described what she’d seen, and together they went down to the tunnels to check the gateway. There was still no sign of any fairy-tale door, but they found Belinda lying in a sad heap beside the signal crossing, coughing and croaking.

“What’s wrong with her?” Bess asked, concerned. “Is there something we can do?”

“She’s just old, miss.” Jamie sighed. “Too old to guard anymore, I reckon. Guarding things is what geese love best, but I think she’ll be better off nesting by the fire from now on.”

There were more brambles too – they now reached all the way to the platform. Jamie took Belinda back to his cottage and Bess went to school on Monday morning feeling intensely frustrated and more than a little worried. She didn’t like that there was nothing guarding the gateway except the brambles. Perhaps she should take Blizzard down to the tunnels after school. He was an old creature now himself and might not be the most alert guard animal, but someone coming through the gate wouldn’t know that. A massive alligator would probably make most intruders think twice—

Bess’s thoughts were interrupted when she realised that her teacher, Miss Benn, was asking her a question. Unfortunately, Bess had no idea of the answer because she hadn’t been listening. Frantically, she tried to come up with some sort of response but was distracted by a puppet mouse dressed in a black ninja outfit, a tiny sword strapped to its back, somersaulting into the classroom through a window that hadn’t been open a moment before. Bess felt her spirits lift. Where there was a ninja puppet mouse, her friend Beau was sure to be close behind.

“Don’t open the window, Milly,” Miss Benn said. “It’s freezing outside!”

“It wasn’t me!” Milly exclaimed. “It was… It was some kind of puppet mouse!”

There was a scattering of giggles from the other children, who hadn’t seen the mouse and thought Milly was just trying to be funny.

“No tall tales, please,” Miss Benn said crisply. “Just close the window.”

Milly did so with a grumble and then scowled across the room at Bess. The ninja mouse was temporarily lost from sight, but Milly obviously realised that it was something to do with Bess. The two girls had been good friends when they’d been younger, but then Milly abruptly decided that she wanted to hang out with more popular girls instead – the mean-spirited Unicorn Club.

“I’m still waiting for an answer to my question, Miss Harper,” the teacher said. “What does the story of Robin Hood tell us about medieval justice?”

“Um…”

Bess racked her brain for the answer while also trying to work out where the mouse had gone.

“Bess.” Miss Benn sighed. “How many times do I have to ask you to pay attention in class?”

“Sorry, miss.”

“That’s what you said last time, and the time before that…”

The teacher carried on speaking, but it was hard to listen when there was a puppet mouse beneath the desk tugging insistently on her trouser leg. When Bess glanced down, she saw that there were actually four mice down there and one of them was holding up a little scarecrow doll. It was a scruffy thing made of straw, small enough to fit in the palm of a hand. It had buttons for eyes and wore a blue coat and a floppy hat. There was a tag tied around its neck with a note that read:


Dear Bess,

Please stop messing about in that boring old classroom and come join the train. We’ve got adventures to go on and cakes to eat.

Lots of love,

Beau xxxx

PS The mice will show you the way. Try to

keep up.



Bess stared down at the little scarecrow doll. She’d used one before, the last time she’d travelled with the Train of Dark Wonders. Her dad had explained it would take her place in school so that no one would notice she was missing, but Bess wasn’t exactly sure how the magic worked. Fortunately, she didn’t need to do anything because the scarecrow came to life, jumping out of her hands and sitting itself on the edge of her chair. Then it gave her a nudge as though she ought to move. Bess didn’t need telling twice. She hastily gathered her things, then stood up and tiptoed away. She was almost at the door when Milly said in a whining tone, “Why is Bess out of her seat?”

Bess froze, dismayed. Perhaps the magic wasn’t working? But then the scarecrow hopped up on to the desk and slammed its hands down on it with a thud. Milly turned towards the sound and her eyes fell on the scarecrow. She blinked a few times, then said, “But… But how did she get back there? She was just over by the door.”

“That’s quite enough fibs for one day, Milly,” Miss Benn said sharply. “I would like us all to focus on the lesson, please.”

By now the rest of the class were staring at the scarecrow too. They all looked slightly puzzled, but no one seemed to be able to see through the magic. Bess lost no time slipping out of the door with the ninja mice. She closed it softly behind her and the puppets celebrated their escape by performing a series of somersaults and backflips.

Bess was a bit nervous in case another teacher should see her and order her back to class, but before she could urge the ninja mice on, they were already scooting off down the corridor. Bess grabbed her coat from the peg on the wall and raced after them. Moments later, she was heading out of the front doors and through the playground. Jet wasn’t allowed into the school itself, but he often spent the day perched on the roof in order to keep her company during break time. Bess therefore wasn’t surprised when he swooped down to land on her shoulder.

Together, they made their way to Roseville’s tallest hill. Bess knew that the town’s underground station was located beneath the forest that grew there, but she wasn’t sure how to get down to it. Last time, she’d boarded the train above ground and it had dived into a hole. Today, though, there was no sign of the train among the trees or any holes.

“I think this is the same clearing,” Bess said, looking around.

Then she noticed that one of the ninja mice was waving her over with his tiny felt paw. Bess joined the puppets, who were all gathered around a tree. As she watched, one of them reached up to press firmly against a knot in the trunk. There was a clicking sound and then a door that had been hidden in the bark swung open with a creak. The mice leaped into the dark entranceway without a backwards glance and were lost from view. Bess peered inside, wondering if there might be a spiral staircase like the one that led to the tunnels in the Odditorium. But her face lit up with a big grin when she saw that there was a slide instead.

“Come on,” she said to Jet. “Let’s go find our friends.”

She sat down at the top of the slide, put Jet and her bag into her lap, then pushed off into the darkness. The slide seemed to be part of the tree itself. It was steeper than Bess had realised and she gave a yelp of excited surprise when she flew down at speed. It curved round and round in a spiral, whisking her underground, where the air smelled of moss and cold soil. It was like being on a fairground helter skelter, and Bess couldn’t help giggling as she zoomed down. And then, all at once, she flew out of the tunnel and tumbled on to the platform.
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Roseville Station was just as Bess remembered, with its glowing lamps and green bricks. Parked up at the platform directly in front of her was the Train of Dark Wonders, looking handsome and mysterious with its long line of black carriages and old-fashioned steam engine. The inky black paint was speckled with shining silver stars and steam puffed from the engine’s funnel. Jet flew up to perch on the roof of the nearest carriage with an irritated squawk. There had been eighteen carriages the last time Bess had travelled with the train, but she knew that the number sometimes changed. It was impossible to tell how many there were now because they stretched beyond the platform itself, disappearing into the shadows of the tunnel.

“About time!” Beau exclaimed, appearing on the platform beside Bess as silent as a shadow. “I was starting to think you’d never get here.”

Bess whirled round and saw that her friend was dressed, as usual, in black from head to toe. His skin was pale in the lamplight and his dark hair stuck up all over the place in random directions. Officially, Beau had joined the train after running away from theatre school, but Maria had told Bess it was the worst kept secret on the train that Beau had really run away from ninja school. It wasn’t hard to believe when he moved around so silently and Bess knew he could somersault over tall gates without even breaking a sweat.

“We’ve all missed you,” Beau said, throwing his arms around Bess in a hug.

“I’ve missed you too!” She beamed, squeezing him back.

“Come on. The others can’t wait for us to all be together again.”

Jet swooped down to land on Bess’s shoulder as she followed Beau to the nearest carriage. As soon as she stepped aboard, she found Spooky rubbing around her ankles. Completely white and slightly transparent, Spooky was a ghost cat who had once belonged to Bess’s grandfather. The cat didn’t normally like outsiders – or anyone really apart from Louie – but perhaps she sensed that Bess was a Harper. Either way, she was always very affectionate towards Bess, who reached down to offer a stroke. Her fingers passed straight through the cat’s ghostly fur, but Spooky purred nonetheless. Bess straightened up and was relieved to see that the brass plaque on the carriage wall marked it as one of the safe ones: CARRIAGE 3140, SLEEPER CARRIAGE, DANGER LEVEL: GREEN.

All the carriages in the Train of Dark Wonders had a danger rating. Green meant it was probably safe, orange meant take care and red warned that the carriage was not to be entered under any circumstances.

“We’re having brunch in the bat roost,” Beau said over his shoulder as they made their way down the narrow corridor. “To celebrate you being back on the train. How long can you stay? I hope you’re joining us for our next adventure?”

“Certainly,” Jet said at once.

“I’d love to, but I’m not sure that I can,” Bess said reluctantly. “There’s some weird stuff going on at the Odditorium.”

“Weirder than normal?” Beau asked, opening the door to the next carriage.

“Yes.”

“Well, perhaps we can help you sort it out. Weird stuff is our speciality.”

Bess felt a flicker of warmth at his words. If anyone could help, it was her friends on board the train. They passed through a few more carriages and met some other members of the troupe, including an acrobat and a hot-frog vendor. They nodded at Bess in acknowledgement as she went by and soon enough they were entering the bat roost, Spooky trotting at their heels.

Blackout curtains lined the windows, but the space was lit with the soft glow of candles. There were wooden slats on the roof and various perches around the room for the bats to hang from. Professor Ash had a special love of bats and there were dozens of them in the carriage. Bess saw a large flying fox in one corner and a bumblebee bat that she thought was probably Mish diving towards a table in the middle of the room. It had been laid with a black tablecloth and a tea set stamped with the train’s crest. There were various delectable-looking things to eat set out, but Bess was more interested in greeting her friends.

Louie and Maria were both sitting at the table when she walked in but leaped to their feet and rushed over to give Bess a hug. She felt a surge of happiness bubble up inside her to be back on the train with people who liked and understood her. She could be truly herself here and didn’t have to hide her oddness. The other three children were, after all, every bit as unique as she was.

Louie, pale-skinned and slender, wore a grey suit that matched his eyes. He was a similar age to Bess, but his hair was completely white. He owned a pair of ghost violins, one white and one black, on which he could play music to attract ghosts or exorcise them. And, despite his gentle nature, he was also a werewolf.

Maria wore black jeans and a red-sequinned jumper. She had brown skin and curly black hair with vivid streaks of red in it. Not only was she a very talented acrobat but also a fire witch. Her tiny dragon familiar, Cedric, flew to Bess’s shoulder to lick her ear affectionately.

Bess laughed in delight as she greeted them all, and for a while everyone was speaking at once. Eventually, they took their seats and Spooky curled up in Bess’s lap. The children started putting food on their plates, still chattering excitedly. The table was piled high with pancakes, blueberry muffins and sweet, sticky pastries, as well as a large teapot filled with fizzy, dark blue tea that tasted of sherbet. There was a large dish of jam too, but everyone avoided that because Mish had flown into it and made himself rather sticky.

As they ate, Bess filled her friends in on all that had been happening at the Odditorium.

“So Jamie’s goose can’t guard anymore and Blizzard is getting old too. I don’t like the idea of the gateway being unprotected.”

“But this is perfect!” Beau exclaimed. “The world we’re heading to next is the Land of Cursed Creatures. You’ll definitely find a guard animal there. Hang on a sec – let me fetch the almanac.”
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He hurried off and returned a few minutes later with a large leather-bound book. Golden letters on its cover spelled out The Troll Network Almanac.

“It looks like Jamie is right,” Beau said, his eyes scanning down a page. “It says here that the gate to the Land of Fairy Tales won’t arrive for another ninety-eight years. Thereabouts. Sometimes the arrival time starts out as a bit of an estimate and becomes more accurate as it gets closer.”

“But what about my vision when I touched the spinning wheel?” Bess asked.

Beau shrugged. “I don’t know, but I wouldn’t have thought a spinning wheel was the most reliable source of information when it comes to timetables. Either way, you want something to guard the gateway, right? Here, take a look at where we’re heading next.”

He flicked through the almanac and passed the book over to Bess. She quickly read a description of a strange land full of all manner of peculiar animals, from wereducks and doom moles, to fire-breathing chickens and haunted lobsters.

“You want a fire-breathing chicken,” Beau said, stabbing the page with his finger. “It sounds like they’re the most common animal in the Land of Cursed Creatures, so you’ll have no problem getting one.”

“They’re said to make great guard animals,” Louie put in.

“It does sound perfect,” Bess replied, beginning to feel more cheerful. She could obtain a new guard animal and go on an adventure with her friends at the same time.

“The scarecrow is already covering for you at school,” Beau went on. “So all you need to do is tell your parents and pack your stuff.”

“I’ll have to ask my parents,” Bess corrected him. “Not tell them.”

Maria’s mum and dad both travelled on board the train, performing as fire acrobats, and Louie’s dad was Professor Ash, so Louie had grown up on the train. But Bess had never actually heard Beau talk about his own parents.

“Why is the Train of Dark Wonders going to the Land of Cursed Creatures?” she asked.

“We’re on a rescue mission,” Maria told her.

“Why? Who needs rescuing?”

“We’re—” Louie began, but Beau cut him off.

“We haven’t got time for all that now – we’ll explain later. The gate to the Land of Cursed Creatures will open soon for four days only. We need to leave Roseville within the hour.”

“That doesn’t give me much time,” Bess protested.

“Then chop-chop! Professor Ash is off getting some supplies from town. You’ll need to get back here by the time he does or you’ll risk missing the train.”

Bess didn’t need telling twice. She knew that the gateways to other worlds didn’t tend to stay open for very long, so there was no time to dawdle. She ushered Spooky from her lap, bid her friends a hasty goodbye and hurried straight home, where she threw some things into a bag. Then she went to the Odditorium and packed her stepsister items – the cloak, the book and her pumpkin that transformed into a carriage – along with a can of the bear spray her grandfather had always taken whenever he journeyed to America’s National Parks. She didn’t know exactly what type of beast they might come across in the Land of Cursed Creatures, but if the spray could stop a bear, then hopefully it might be of some use in an emergency. Finally, she went to find Jamie, who was spooning broth to Belinda in his cottage, and explained where she was going.

“It’ll only be for a few days, like before. Will you look after the Odditorium while I’m gone?”

“Of course, miss. The old place is in safe hands with me.”

“You won’t close the doors to visitors?” Bess asked suspiciously.

Jamie shrugged. “We need ’em to keep the place going,” he conceded. “But that doesn’t mean I might not close early from time to time if they’re getting on my nerves.”

Bess nodded. “Fair enough.”

“I look forward to meeting this fire-breathing chicken,” Jamie added.

Bess said goodbye to Jamie and then tracked down her parents where they were working in the rose garden, pruning flowers near the lake.

“What’s wrong?” her mum said, looking concerned. “Why aren’t you in school?”

Bess took a deep breath. “The scarecrow is there. I need to go away with the Train of Dark Wonders. It’s important.”

“School is important too,” her dad put in.

“Not like this. There are things you don’t know – about Pops and where he came from. Maybe I should have told you before, but I wouldn’t know where to start. And I haven’t got much time.”

“Well, Bess, you’ll need to make time,” her mum replied. “We agreed you could keep that golden ticket from Professor Ash on the understanding that you’d travel with the trains during weekends and school holidays only.”

Bess took a step closer to her parents, lowered her voice and quickly explained about the guard goose. “I need to get a new bird,” she explained. “A special sort of chicken that I can only get if I go with the train. Even if you don’t trust me, you should trust Pops. He thought the gateway was important enough to guard, so you should too.”

“Please don’t be unfair to us, Bess,” her dad said calmly. “Your mother and I may not properly understand Odditorium business, but we’d never stand in the way of something that was important to you. At the same time, we also need to make sure that we’re being responsible parents.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” Bess said. “It’s just that the train will leave soon and—”

“Sit down on that bench over there.” Bess’s mum pointed to one a little distance away. “And give me and your dad a moment to talk about it.”

Bess trudged over to the bench, painfully aware of time running through her fingers. Jet flew up to the branches of a nearby tree and rustled about in the leaves impatiently while Bess’s mum and dad talked in low voices for a few painful minutes. Finally, they came and joined her.

“Is this world you’re going to dangerous?” her mum asked.

“Well…” Bess hesitated, but she’d never lied to her parents and didn’t want to start now. “Well, yes, probably a bit. I mean, there are wereducks there for a start, but I’ll be very careful to make sure I’m not bitten by one. And I’ve got this magic cloak too.”

She dug in her bag, draped it over her shoulders and quickly tied the ribbon. “It protects the wearer from curses.”

Her mum looked startled. “Is anyone likely to be cursing you?”

“I mean, it’s the Land of Cursed Creatures, so you never know—”

“It’s the Land of what?” her dad exclaimed.

“It really is fine!” Bess said, wishing she could take back the last few sentences. “It’ll probably be quite safe compared with the Land of Halloween Sweets.”

Bess’s mum glanced at her dad, who lifted both hands in a gesture of defeat.

“Promise you won’t go anywhere by yourself,” Mum said.

“I promise,” Bess replied at once.

“And you’ll have to catch up on your schoolwork once you’re back,” Dad added.

Bess grimaced. She preferred the idea of the scarecrow doing it all for her, but she supposed extra homework was a small price to pay.

“All right,” she said. “Thank you.”

“And I think we need to have a talk once you’re back too,” her mum said. “Your father and I aren’t stupid, Bess. We figured out that Pops came from another world a long time ago.”

Bess stared. “You did?”

Her dad nodded. “It wasn’t hard. But if there’s a need for guard chickens then perhaps we’ve been burying our heads in the sand for long enough.”

“I’ll tell you everything,” Bess promised. “But now I really have to get to the station or I’ll miss the train. I love you both – and thanks again.”

Bess wrapped her arms around her parents in a tight hug. The air smelled of roses and frost, and Bess suddenly felt sorry for the worry she was causing them. She knew things would be simpler if she were more like them, and enjoyed things like flowers and jigsaw puzzles, but there was too much of Pops in her for that.

“We love you too,” her mum said, holding her close.

Jet gave an urgent caw from the branch of his tree.

“I have to go,” Bess said. She drew back and Jet swooped down to land on her shoulder. “I’ll see you soon.”

She waved her parents goodbye, then hurried off towards the Train of Dark Wonders and the adventure that awaited.
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Bess was thoroughly out of breath by the time she arrived back at the underground platform, reaching it at almost the same time as Professor Ash. In fact, she was just moments behind him and shot out of the slide on to the platform straight into the back of his legs, sending him sprawling.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, professor!” she exclaimed.

“Not at all, Miss Harper.”

Professor Ash scrambled up and brushed himself off. He was a tall, rather gangly man with chestnut brown hair and the same grey eyes as Louie. He wore his usual combination of green waistcoat, white shirt, striped trousers and odd socks. He straightened the wire-rimmed glasses on his bent nose and went on, “It’s a pleasure to welcome you back. And you too, Jet. Gosh, he does sound cross.”

Jet had, unfortunately, had his feathers slightly ruffled in the collision and was squawking in loud indignation.

“I look forward to hearing all about your work at the Odditorium,” Professor Ash continued, “but right now we’d best climb aboard. Nice cloak, by the by.”

“Thanks. Come on, Jet, you’re all right.” Bess scooped up her raven and hurried after the professor.

The moment they stepped aboard, the engine gave a blast on its whistle and then the train was chugging forwards. The professor headed towards the engine, where he kept his office, and Bess went in the opposite direction towards the sleeper carriages. Or at least in the direction she presumed the sleepers to be. Bess had been told during her previous visit that the carriages in the Train of Dark Wonders changed and moved about sometimes, so it took her a little while to find her way.

As well as exploring other worlds, the train travelled around putting on shows in various towns and Bess passed several performers as she navigated the corridors. There were magicians and acrobats, dancers and musicians, some of whom Bess recognised and others she didn’t. She kept an eye out for her friends but didn’t see any sign of them.

One particular member of the train was difficult to miss, though, and that was Penelope. About the size of a large cat, the alien was such a bright luminescent green that she looked like she’d glow in the dark. She had enormous eyes that took up most of her face and exceptionally long fingers. Penelope was the train’s seamstress and could make the most extraordinary clothing, complete with magic pockets. Today she wore a very frilly and lacy nightie, rabbit-shaped slippers and a magnificent straw hat with lots of dried fruit stuck to it.

“Hi, Penelope!” Bess exclaimed. “It’s so nice to see you again!”

The alien glanced her way and then pulled a large placard out from a pocket. When she held it up, there was a single word printed there: YES. Penelope’s alien tongue couldn’t form human words, so she carried the placard with her everywhere, answering yes or no as the occasion demanded.

Bess went on, Jet perched on her shoulder, and saw that the next carriage had a red danger level, meaning that she couldn’t walk through it. She squinted at the locked door, wondering what the carriage might contain. Previously, one of the red carriages had been home to Barbara – a many-tentacled monster-type creature. Another of the red carriages had been reserved for Louie every full moon when he turned into a werewolf. Bess was pleased to think that such a carriage would no longer be necessary for him, since the ghostly gobstopper they’d picked up in the Land of Halloween Sweets meant that not only could Louie turn into a wolf whenever he liked, but he was in control now too.

Bess used the ladder attached to the outside of the carriage to climb up to the roof. It was tricky trying to walk along a train’s roof while it rattled along the tracks, but at least there were guard rails. Some of the other people from the train were up there too, sitting around firepits and admiring the landscape. Bess saw that they’d come out of the tunnel and into the underground cavern that she remembered from before.

The earth above their heads was studded with glow worms which softly illuminated the troll land with its forests and bridges, streams and houses. She felt a shudder of excitement go through her at the idea that she would soon get the chance to explore a whole other world once again. She could see why Pops had so loved travelling to far-off places.

Eventually, she tracked down the sleeper carriage containing Room 12 – Maria’s compartment. Bess knocked on the door, but there was no reply. She didn’t think Maria would mind if she went in to wait for her, so she pushed open the door.

Like all the sleepers, the compartment was a tiny but well-designed space with a pair of bunk beds taking up one wall. Squeezed into the other side of the room was a small armchair and a side table with a lamp. A large window looked out upon the troll forests, and the dark green wallpaper was decorated with black train tracks. Someone had installed a perch, which Jet flew to at once, ruffling his feathers in approval. Bess had just put her bag down on the bottom bunk when Maria bounded in carrying some folded clothes, Cedric gripping her shoulder.

“Oh, good. I was hoping to find you here,” she said. “We saw you board the train. Just in time, by the way.”

“My parents took a little bit of convincing,” Bess replied.

“Well, you made it.” Maria beamed as she held the clothes out to Bess. “Here, these are for you, now that you’re officially a member of the train rather than a guest. Glad to see Jet likes his perch.”

Bess took the pile and saw that it contained a dressing gown, a pair of pyjamas and matching slippers – all dark green and emblazoned with the train’s twisting initials in the elaborate DW monogram. She felt a lump come to her throat as she looked at the nightwear.

“This is… Thank you,” she managed. “Thank you so much.”

Maria gave her arm a squeeze. “Nice cape, by the way. I guess that’s the one you told us about?”

“Yes. The spiders spun it out of— Oh! That’s odd. There’s something in the pockets.”

Bess hadn’t put anything in the pockets herself, but now she realised they contained a variety of small items. She took them out one by one and laid them on the table. There was a gilded comb, a small pocket mirror, a dried frog, an inky black feather and a collection of shiny conkers.

“Do you think they’re magic in any way?” Maria asked, peering at the mirror.

“I guess they could be since it looks like they came with the cape. I’ve got no idea what they do, though.”

She glanced at Jet, but the raven just cocked his head and said, “Don’t look at me. It’s your cloak.”

Bess returned the items to her pockets. “How long until we reach the gateway?”

“A few hours.”

“Where is it?” Bess wondered if they might be journeying to California once again, just as they had on their way to the Land of Halloween Sweets.

“I think Beau ought to explain,” Maria said. She tucked Cedric into her pocket. “Let’s go find the boys.”

They found Beau with Louie in the train’s library. The troll landscape had disappeared by this point and the windows were dark as they trundled through the tunnel. The library compartment was cosy in the orange glow of lamplight, with hundreds of books lining the shelves. A few comfy-looking armchairs were squeezed into the space and Louie and Beau occupied a couple, sitting across from each other. The carriage was otherwise deserted, the only sound the rumbling clackety-clack of the wheels on the tracks.

“We’re here for you to explain to Bess about our mission,” Maria said.

She directed these last words at Beau, who suddenly looked a bit guilty. Maria and Bess dragged over a couple more armchairs and the children sat together in a circle.

“Okay, so the gateway to the Land of Cursed Creatures opens every two years,” Beau began. “It’s located beneath a special school. My mum is headmistress there.”

“What kind of special school?” Bess asked, intrigued.

Maria didn’t speak aloud, but she clearly mouthed the words ninja school.

“It’s a ballet school,” Beau said firmly. “Teaching the art of ballet. To ballerinas. I grew up there and always knew there were tunnels underneath the building and a gateway to other worlds. Some of them I was allowed to explore, but it was strictly forbidden to go into the tunnels when the Land of Cursed Creatures was there.” He scowled. “You had to be an expert level ballerina before you were allowed in. But a couple of years ago I was desperate to see the land for myself, so I snatched a key to the tunnels from my mum’s study and went to take a look. It never occurred to me that my little brother, Arthur, would follow.”

Bess went pale. “Oh no! You’re not saying that your little brother has been trapped in the Land of Cursed Creatures all this time?”

Beau grimaced. “No. I only went a few steps into the tunnel before I realised he was following me. I bundled him back out. But in all the kerfuffle, Alice shot in. Typical Alice.”

“Who’s Alice?” Bess asked.

“Mum’s favourite cat.” Beau looked a little ill. “The door closed before I had the chance to go after her. She was probably gobbled up by a wereduck five minutes after going through, but if there’s even a chance that she’s still alive, then I’ve got to find her and bring her home.”

Bess nodded. “Of course. I’d do the same for Blizzard. Your mum must have been really upset.”

“Probably more angry than upset,” Beau replied, glancing away. “I don’t know because I left that same night.”

Bess stared. “What do you mean? You just…left without even speaking to her?”

She couldn’t imagine doing such a thing to her own parents. They didn’t always see eye to eye or understand each other very well, but Bess felt that all three of them were always trying. They were a unit, even if they were sometimes a bit of an awkward fit. And Bess loved her parents all the more for that. It would be very easy to get along if you agreed with each other over everything, liked the same things and thought the same thoughts.

“I was ashamed,” Beau said quietly. “I didn’t just lose Alice – I put my brother in harm’s way too. Besides, I’d been thinking of running away for a while even before that. I have no interest in…ballet. I wanted to learn how to make and work puppets. I joined a travelling theatre and studied under the puppet master there. He taught me all he knew. After that, I joined the Train of Dark Wonders and here we are. That’s the whole story.”

Bess glanced at the others. She couldn’t help thinking that it wasn’t the whole story – that there was more to it than Beau was volunteering. But judging by their shrugs, it didn’t look as if Louie and Maria knew any more than she did. Beau had always seemed reluctant to talk about his past. Now she knew at least some of the reason why.

“So, anyway,” Beau went on, “there are tunnels underneath Mum’s school – just like the ones under the Odditorium. The Train of Dark Wonders can travel directly there and the gateway to the Land of Cursed Creatures should open sometime tomorrow morning. There’s really no need to bother anyone in the school at all.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Beau’s been trying to suggest that we should just bypass his mum altogether.”

“But you can’t!” Bess exclaimed. “Not if you haven’t seen her for two years!”

“That’s what we all said,” Louie put in. “And my dad agrees.”

“Professor Ash has been on my case about this ever since I joined the train,” Beau grumbled. “He doesn’t like family rifts, but some disagreements aren’t easily fixed. I wrote to my mum from the theatre to say sorry and to tell her I was safe.” He sighed. “But I suppose I should apologise in person. If she even agrees to see me, which she might not.”

“Well, you’re not responsible for what your mum does,” Louie said. “Just what you do. You can only try.”

“Right.” Beau glanced at his watch. “Mum’s school is in Bavaria, up in the mountains. It’ll take a few hours to get there. In the meantime, we should carry on reading all we can about cursed creatures. We want to be prepared when we finally arrive.”

Bess and the others settled themselves into the armchairs with piles of books, scanning the pages for information about cursed creatures and occasionally looking up to share an interesting fact. Time ticked slowly by, and Bess’s eyes began to feel itchy and tired. Finally, Beau announced that he’d had more than enough of reading about terrible beasts and so they decided to dig out a board game. By the time they’d played five rounds of Cluedo, the train ground to a halt at an underground platform. Bess looked out of the window and saw a station lined with shining black tiles and a sign that read: MADAM BLYTHE’S SCHOOL OF BALLET.

Beau sighed as he lay down his game counter. “Home sweet home.”
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Would you like us to come with you for moral support?” Louie asked. “Or do you want to speak to your mum alone?”

“Are you kidding?” Beau exclaimed. “When it comes to my mum, I need all the moral support I can get. Plus, if you three are there, she’s less likely to try any funny business.”

“What kind of funny business?” Maria asked, looking curious.

“You never know with Mum,” Beau said in a gloomy voice. “We won’t be able to use the main door to the school because it’s kept locked. There are all kinds of trains moving about in these tunnels. You wouldn’t want just anyone popping up into the school in the middle of the night.” Beau picked up his coat and pointed across the platform. “This station has a second entrance that leads up to just outside the school grounds. I’ll show you the way. Just, um, bear in mind what I said about it being a bit of an unusual school.”

Personally, Bess wasn’t too sure how unusual a school for ballerinas could really be, but she didn’t say anything as they followed Beau from the train. When they stepped on to the platform, they found Professor Ash waiting for them. He wore a long blue coat and held a striped umbrella in his hand.

Beau looked startled. “Oh. Are you joining us, professor?”

“Naturally, my boy,” he said. “I may not be personally acquainted with your mother, but her reputation precedes her, and I wouldn’t want there to be any misunderstandings.”

Louie glanced from the umbrella to his father and back again. “Are we expecting trouble?”

Professor Ash smiled. “It’s always best to expect the unexpected where schools of ballet are concerned, I find. Come along, children. Madam Blythe is waiting for us.”

“She is?” Beau looked startled. “But…how does she know we’re coming?”

“I telephoned ahead to say so,” Professor Ash said.

Beau looked horrified. “You spoke with her?”

“Unfortunately, no. She was unavailable. I passed a message to her secretary.”

“You spoke to Theodore?” Beau grimaced. “He’s probably as miffed as Mum.”

“Be that as it may, it would be extremely rude to descend upon a person completely unannounced. Personally, I’m always most vexed when unexpected visitors appear just as I’ve sat down in a nice bubble bath.”

“I don’t think my mum has ever once had a bubble bath,” Beau replied glumly. “An ice-cold shower is more her style.”

“Nevertheless,” the professor said, “good manners first. How do we exit the platform, Beau?”

“Follow me.”

Beau led them to a doorway which opened on to a spiral staircase. They climbed this to what Beau told them was an old icehouse. He pushed open the door and they stepped out into a frosty afternoon. The sun had already set, and a thick layer of snow gave off a ghostly glow in the darkness. Bess was glad of her mirrored cloak, which somehow did the job of keeping her warm in spite of its thin fabric. Jet seemed to like the cold and the dark and let out an excited caw.

“The school is this way,” Beau said, already striding off.

The children followed as he weaved his way through a scattering of tall, spindly pines. Above the treetops, they could just about make out the silhouette of mountain peaks in the moonlight. The air felt icy and thin, and Bess wondered how high up they were. The sky was filled with the most extraordinary number of stars. After a short while, they found themselves in front of a tall set of black iron gates, flanked by a pair of pillars. For a moment, they all stopped and stared in gobsmacked silence.

“Er…what kind of ballet school is this, exactly?” Bess said.

Beau frowned. “There are different types? It’s just, you know, the normal kind.”

“It’s only that it… Well, it looks a bit sinister,” Maria said.

The building looming before them was huge and sprawling, built from black stone with spires and turrets that made it seem more like a castle than a school. Not only that, but there were gargoyles perched upon the pillars and balconies, leering down at them with fearsome expressions.

“It reminds me of the Candymaker’s mansion,” Louie said. “Look, it even has the ‘keep out’ signs.”

Bess saw he was right. A sign on the gate read: KEEP OUT – BALLERINAS ONLY!

“Shouldn’t ballet schools have cherub statues or something?” Maria asked. “I don’t see any nymphs or harps.”

Beau pointed at the gates. “There are ballet slippers right there.”

Pairs of ribboned ballet shoes were indeed fashioned into the curling ironwork of the gate. Beau walked over to one of the pillars and pressed a button. Immediately, the mouth of the stone gargoyle above dropped open and a male voice spoke from within.

“Madam Blythe’s School of Ballet is closed.”

“We’re not here to dance,” Beau replied. “Theodore, it’s me. I think Professor Ash spoke to you earlier? We’ve come to see Mum.”

There was a silence on the other end of the line, then the voice spoke again. “Who is this? ”

“Who do you think it is?” Beau scowled. “You’re talking to Beau, as you well know. Stop messing about and let us in – it’s freezing out here.”

There was such a long pause that Bess began to fear Theodore had simply hung up on Beau and wandered off. But then, to her relief, the gates slowly swung open. She realised she’d been expected creaking hinges, but the gates opened in utter silence, swishing over the snow like silk. The group followed Beau as he made his way towards the front door.

They were almost there when Louie said, “How are you doing that?”

“What?” Beau asked.

“The snow.” Louie pointed. “You’re not leaving any footprints.”

They all looked down, and Bess saw that although the rest of them had left tracks in the snow, Beau had somehow walked without leaving a trace.

“Oh.” Beau frowned. “It’s just…just an old ballet trick I picked up. Being back here makes me fall into childhood habits.”

“But even as a wolf I leave tracks behind me,” Louie said.

“You’re not still trying to convince us that this is a ballet school rather than a ninja school, are you?” Maria demanded.

“Have you ever seen ballet slippers decorating the gates of a ninja school?” Beau said. “I don’t think so.”

He sprang up the last few steps to the front door, but just as he raised his hand to knock, it opened. They stepped into a cavernous black and white marble entranceway, lit from above by an ornate chandelier. Gigantic portraits lined the walls, all depicting ballerinas, but they were unlike any ballerinas Bess had seen before. Their tutus and ballet slippers were ebony black, but the most unusual thing about them was the expression on their faces. The ballerinas were unsmiling and there was something unmistakeably cold and dangerous glittering in their eyes. Bess expected their gaze to follow her, like the portraits at the Odditorium, but their eyes remained fixed in place. Some of the dancers were painted with their hands behind their backs, and Bess couldn’t shake the idea that they might be clasping throwing knives or elegant swords.

A thin, pale man was standing so still and straight against the nearby white wall that Bess didn’t notice him until he spoke. “Welcome home, Master Beau.”

He looked like he was easily in his seventies, with snowy hair combed neatly back from his face and piercing blue eyes that seemed as if they might be able to see into a person’s soul.

“Hello, Theodore,” Beau replied. He gestured over his shoulder at Bess and the others. “These are my friends.”

Theodore raked his eyes over the assembled group. Then said, “Is the raven housetrained?”

“I beg your pardon?” Jet exclaimed.

“Yes,” Bess said hurriedly. “He is.”

“Then follow me. Madam Blythe is expecting you.”

Theodore swept away without waiting for an answer. The group trailed down long corridors that seemed to stretch on forever. Bess thought that there was definitely a school-like smell about the place – a mixture of cleaning spray, metal lockers and glue sticks. She glimpsed classrooms through open doors, with orderly rows of desks. They also passed a couple of large halls that were presumably used for dancing, since the walls were lined with mirrors. But they didn’t lay eyes on a single pupil or teacher. In fact, the school appeared to be quite deserted.

“How long has the school been empty?” Professor Ash asked pleasantly.

Theodore glanced over his shoulder. “What makes you think that it is?”

“Well…it’s completely silent,” the professor replied.

“Indeed,” Theodore grunted. “Silence is a virtue.”

“Even in a school of ballet?” Maria asked.

“Just because you don’t see the students doesn’t mean that there aren’t any,” Theodore said.

Now that Bess was looking out for pupils, it seemed as if sometimes a shadow shifted or there was a flurry of movement as they passed a doorway, there and gone in the blink of an eye. She never actually saw any dancers, but she suddenly had the feeling that there were other people in the school, people quietly watching them from nearby hiding places.

The secretary led them down twisting corridors, deep into the heart of the school, where they arrived at an extraordinary indoor lake. Bess followed Theodore on to the wooden planks of a pier, rising out of the water on stilts, and stared in wonder at the space. Her own school had a large hall for assemblies and PE lessons, but this room was easily twice the size and more like a grotto. There were rock formations and stalactites, all formed from dark blue crystal that glimmered in the soft light of floating lanterns.

And the lanterns weren’t the only things floating on the murky green water. There were four swans too, but instead of being the usual white they were a vivid royal purple with shining silver stripes. Their eyes were golden coloured and flashed as they glided silently by. There was a boat moored beside the pier, fashioned into the shape of a swan and painted purple and silver. Bess had to tilt her head back to look up at the bird’s head on the end of its graceful neck. Just like the living swans, the boat had a proud, noble, queenly look about it.

“Come along,” Theodore said, ushering them on board. “There should be room for you all if you keep your elbows tucked in. And don’t touch the poisonous swans.”

“Poisonous swans?” Louie asked, giving Beau a questioning look as he climbed into the boat.

Beau shrugged. “They came through from the Land of Cursed Creatures one day. That’s why the door to the tunnels is kept locked now.”

“How fascinating,” Professor Ash said, squeezing himself in beside them. “They’re beautiful creatures.”

The boat rocked slightly under their weight and Bess gripped the sides. She didn’t fancy getting tipped into a lake with poisonous swans. Once they were all wedged into the narrow bench seats, Theodore stepped on to a small platform at the back of the boat and used an oar to move them over the water.

“Which part of the swan is poisonous exactly?” Maria asked as they glided forward.

“Every single bit,” Beau said grimly.

“And, er…this is the only way to reach your mum’s office, is it?” Louie asked.

“Mum has…a bit of a flair for the dramatic,” Beau replied.

“How long have the swans been here?” Bess wondered.
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“About a hundred years, give or take.”

“Oh.” Bess was surprised. She’d expected him to say they’d only been here a few years.

“The school has been in my family for generations,” Beau explained.

“But how come the poisonous swans are still here?” Maria asked. “Didn’t anyone ever try to send them back?”

They all gazed nervously at the swans as the boat drifted past. The nearest swan turned its head to stare at them with its golden eyes.

“It’s…a bit complicated,” Beau said. “Basically, my family are crackpots— Ouch!”

He gave a pained exclamation as Theodore reached over the back of the boat to give him a cuff round the ear.

“None of that disrespectful talk here, young master,” he said sternly. “If you can’t give your friends a proper account of your ancestral home’s history, then I’ll do it for you.” He cleared his throat and went on in an important tone. “The house was built some one hundred and fifty years ago by Anastasia Blythe.” He paused expectantly, then continued, “No doubt you’ve heard of her?”

There was an awkward silence. Then Professor Ash said, “I regret not, sir. Who was she?”

Theodore gave a long-suffering sigh. “Only one of the most famous prima ballerinas of her day. Honestly, people have no appreciation for the arts anymore. She had this mansion built when she retired from the stage and she had the swan grotto specially designed for her beloved pet swans. They reminded her of her favourite ballet. One by one, they succumbed to old age over the years and Anastasia was heartbroken when the last bird died. But shortly after that, the door to the Land of Cursed Creatures opened and some of these poisonous swans escaped through. They found this grotto and were soon right at home. Anastasia was overjoyed to have them and they’ve been here ever since.”

“You mean these are the same swans who came through a hundred years ago?” Professor Ash asked.

“Yep,” Beau said. “No one knows what their natural lifespan is. After Anastasia died, there were a few attempts to take them back to the land where they came from, but it’s quite tricky trying to move a poisonous swan that doesn’t want to be moved. I think Mum’s almost as batty over them as Anastasia was. She likes having them here, especially as their feathers come in useful.”

Bess was about to ask about the feathers, but at that moment the boat glided up to a pier on the other side of the grotto. Theodore leaped nimbly from the back on to the wooden planks to tie the boat up with some rope. The others climbed out, and Bess cast one final glance back at the strange lake before following Theodore down another corridor. He led the way to one of the mansion’s turrets and they climbed the stone steps, floor after floor. Bess was out of breath by the time they finally reached the top. Theodore knocked on the black oak door and a female voice called for them to enter.

Theodore glanced at Beau. “You’d better make this good,” he said before opening the door and ushering them inside.
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They found themselves standing in a large circular room that was full of cats of all different colours, patterns and sizes. Some had the sleepy, contented look of old pets, whereas others were gambolling about in kittenish delight. But every single cat was completely hairless and wore a jewelled collar.

The room was filled with velvet cushions for the cats and the walls were covered in swan feathers. Bess saw that the quills looked deadly sharp, more like blades. It seemed the feathers were also used for costume-making, because on one side of the room there was a glass case displaying a tutu made from the same silver and purple feathers.

A midnight-blue rug lay on the floor before a fire, and there was a sturdy desk and a couple of armchairs. In one of these sat a woman with black hair pulled into a severe bun. Her eyes were as blue as Beau’s and she wore a pair of plain black trousers with a black top. A grey-blue cat sat on her lap, purring loudly.

Bess guessed the woman must be Beau’s mum, but she didn’t smile or get up to hug him. Instead, she gazed up at him from the chair and said, “Hello, Beau.”

“Hi, Mum. Let’s get this over with. I know you’re very angry with me for running away and for…for what happened to Alice.”

“Don’t forget about what nearly happened to Arthur,” she said in a chilly tone.

“That too,” Beau agreed. “I’m sorry for all of it. I know the door to the Land of Cursed Creatures will open in the morning, so I’ve come to put things right. I’m going to try to bring Alice home. With the help of my friends.” He glanced over his shoulder and quickly introduced everyone.

“It’s a great pleasure to meet you at last, Madam Blythe,” Professor Ash said, stepping forwards and offering his hand. “Your school is spectacular.”

“I’ve heard marvellous things about your train, professor,” Madam Blythe replied. “But I don’t particularly appreciate you letting my son hide on it.”

“I beg your pardon, but he wasn’t hiding on the train,” Professor Ash said. “He was working on it.”

A cream-coloured cat trotted over to the professor just then, rubbing around his legs and purring. Professor Ash automatically scooped up the cat for a cuddle, stroking it under the chin so that it purred louder than ever. Bess noticed there was a tag on the cat’s collar and the others all had them too. A swan symbol gleamed there, along with some writing she couldn’t make out.

“Normally I would, of course, seek permission from the parents,” Professor Ash went on. “But when I came across Beau, he was an apprentice at rather a disreputable theatre.”

“It wasn’t disreputable,” Beau said at once.

“It was a theatre of thieves and one or two cutthroats,” Professor Ash replied. “Certainly, I would not have wanted any son of mine working there.” He looked at Madam Blythe. “It seemed best to welcome him aboard the train and hope to facilitate a meeting between the two of you when the opportunity arose.”

“Don’t worry.” Madam Blythe stood up, moving with a dancer’s grace. “I won’t try to snatch Beau back from the train.” She glanced at her son. “I know you were never happy here. You made that abundantly clear every chance you got. It’s a great pity given that you are one of the most naturally talented pupils I’ve ever taught. But if puppets are where your heart truly lies, then so be it.”

Beau swallowed hard. “Thanks, Mum. I, um, brought a few with me. Perhaps once we’ve found Alice you might let me show you? And Arthur. I’d very much like to—”
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“You will not be seeing Arthur while you’re here,” his mum cut him off. “So you can put that notion out of your head right now. I don’t want you passing any silly ideas on to him. And I don’t need your help finding Alice either. A rescue party comprised of six of my best dancers is preparing to go after her as we speak. Thank you for dropping by, but the matter is in hand and I do not require your assistance.” She glanced over their heads. “Theodore, please show these people out.”

“Madam Blythe,” Professor Ash began. “If I may—”

“It’s no use, professor,” Beau said. “Once Mum makes up her mind, that’s it. Let’s go.”

Beau turned on his heel and the others had no choice but to follow. Professor Ash set the cream cat down with a final pat and they followed Beau from the room and down the spiral steps.

“Are you sure you want to leave so soon?” Louie asked, panting slightly as he hurried after his friend. “Perhaps you should try to talk to her again?”

“What’s the point?” Beau said. “I already apologised.”

“Well, yes, but it was a bit of a brusque apology,” Louie pointed out. “It didn’t exactly seem…heartfelt.”

“Too bad,” Beau said. “She can take it or leave it. I’m not apologising for the same thing over and over again.”

The group fell into glum silence as they retraced their steps back across the lake and through the corridors. Once they were at the front doors, Beau paused. “Well, so long, Theo,” he said gruffly. “Take care of yourself.”

He turned back towards the exit, but Theodore laid a hand on his shoulder. “Your mother was…very hurt by your actions. She doesn’t forgive easily, as you know.” He gave Beau’s shoulder a squeeze. “Give her time. She might come round. And…if there’s the opportunity, I would very much like to see your puppets before you go.”

“Really?” Beau visibly brightened. “Thanks, Theo. I’ll bring some over before the train leaves.”
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They left the strange school behind and returned to the Train of Dark Wonders. Professor Ash insisted they should assemble in the saloon for hot chocolate and a discussion as to their next move. The saloon was a cosy, attractive room, with green velvet booths and gleaming rosewood panels.

“The school must have been a peculiar place in which to grow up,” Professor Ash said, pouring out an especially large cup of hot chocolate for Beau.

“I much prefer the train,” Beau replied. “There’s colour and noise and life here.”

Indeed, the saloon was very busy at this time of evening, with various people enjoying hot drinks or cocktails. Bess spotted Penelope perched on one of the green booths, dressed in a sparkly evening gown that hung off her bony shoulders as she slurped a bright blue drink through a straw. Maria’s parents were behind the bar, busy mixing fire cocktails, but they paused long enough to wave. A group of acrobats were squeezed into one booth and a pair of duelling magicians performed card tricks in the corner. All around there was chatter and laughter, and Bess found it a relief after the eerie quiet of the school.

“You’re a valued member of our troupe, Beau,” Professor Ash said. “But it seems a pity to come all this way without patching things up with your mother. There’s nothing to stop us from going ahead with our plan to visit the Land of Cursed Creatures. Frankie is desperate to see the place.” The Professor glanced at Bess. “Frankie is our animal handler. Have you two met?”

“I’m not sure,” Bess said, trying to remember. “I don’t think so.”

Beau had introduced her to most of the people on the train when she’d been there before, but there’d been so many names and faces that they’d all become a bit of a blur. Still, she didn’t think she would have forgotten the animal handler. Bess had never been inside the menagerie carriage herself because it had a red danger level and so was off limits. Professor Ash had once opened the door in front of her, though, and a gigantic blue tentacle had flopped out and waved around quite irately. Bess still didn’t know what type of creature Barbara was exactly, but she was extremely curious about the person brave and strong enough to venture into the carriage and come out in one piece.

“Barbara keeps Frankie pretty busy,” Maria said. “You’ll meet at some point.”

“I say we go to the Land of Cursed Creatures anyway,” Louie put in. “It sounds fascinating and even if your mum has people out looking for Alice, it’s going to be tricky finding one little cat in a place like that.”

“Louie’s right,” Bess agreed. “The more people searching, the better. Plus I still need to get my fire-breathing chicken.”

“All right,” Beau said. “It’s my fault Alice went through the door and I’d still like to help find her if I can.”

“Excellent!” Professor Ash beamed. “I suggest we all have a good dinner and a full night’s sleep so that we’re ready to face this new land in the morning.”

It was sound advice as they never knew how much food or sleep they would manage to get while travelling through another land. Bess followed her friends to the dining car and soon after that she was nestled in the compartment she shared with Maria, snug in her new pyjamas. It was quiet in the underground station and Bess expected to sleep soundly in her bunk until the morning. Instead, she only managed a few hours before she was woken up by a shout and a commotion.
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Bess jerked upright in her bunk, tangling herself in the blankets in her haste to get out.

“What’s going on?” she gasped. “What’s all that shouting?”

“Probably not anything good,” Maria replied, leaping down from the top bunk.

Jet had wriggled his way behind the curtains to peer out of the window. “There’s a bunch of children standing on the platform!” he said.

“Oh dear, I hope this isn’t one of the haunted platforms,” Maria sighed. “There are quite a few ghosts in the tunnels and some of them don’t like visitors. Ghost children are always the scariest too.”

Bess yanked back the curtains, bracing herself for a spooky sight – lots of old-fashioned lacy nighties and faces hidden by long hair. But the children on the platform weren’t ghosts.

“Theodore’s with them,” she said.

“They must be pupils from the school,” Maria added, joining her. “But what are they doing here in the middle of the night?”

There were about twenty children, aged around six or seven. They were wearing striped pyjamas, most of them were barefoot and a few of them were crying. They all looked frightened. And Theodore didn’t look much like the calm, pristine person he’d been earlier either. His hair was ruffled, his dressing gown was torn in places and he had a small cut on the side of his head. Professor Ash was there in his train dressing gown, talking to Theodore with his hand on the other man’s shoulder in a comforting gesture.

“Theodore’s hurt!” Bess exclaimed.

The girls thrust their feet into slippers and threw on their dressing gowns. Through the window Bess saw a few other people wander out from the train, including Beau and Louie. When she and Maria stepped on to the platform, Bess saw that Beau had his arms around a little boy who surely must be his brother, Arthur. He had the same blue eyes and black hair. He wasn’t crying, but he did look pale and shocked.

“It happened so quickly,” Theodore was saying. “It’s all a bit of a muddle. The gateway must have opened a few hours early. I heard shouting and when I came down, the children were out of bed and upset.”

“They woke us up,” Arthur whimpered. “They wanted to know where the swans were.”

“Who?” Beau asked. “Who woke you up?”

Arthur swallowed hard and looked around as if afraid they were still being pursued. “The Grooms. That’s what they called themselves.”

Beau frowned. “Grooms?”

He glanced over at Louie, who shook his head. Bess couldn’t remember seeing any mention of them in the almanac.

“Can you describe them?” Beau asked.

“I didn’t get a really good look,” Arthur said. “It was dark and they wore cloaks. And then Theodore arrived and told them how to get to the swans.”

“I’m afraid I didn’t see them properly either,” Theodore said. “There were three of them. They could speak, but they weren’t ordinary men. They were much taller. And humans don’t have claws.” He gestured to the long tears in his dressing gown.

“Are you all right?” Professor Ash asked before casting his eyes over the group. “Is anyone injured?”

“Just a little shaken up,” Theodore replied. “Otherwise, I think everyone is unharmed. But your mother…”

Beau looked panicked. “Is she okay? Where is she?”

Theodore sighed. “She tried to stop the Grooms from taking the swans. It didn’t work. Your mother is a force to be reckoned with, but she was outnumbered. They took her and the swans. Back to the Land of Cursed Creatures. The older children have already taken the Shadow Train and gone after her.”

“But… But I don’t understand,” Beau replied. “How did these Grooms even get through the door into the school from the platform? It’s still kept locked, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but somehow they broke in anyway.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” Beau said. “The swans have been in the school for decades and the gate to the Land of Cursed Creatures has opened before. Why have these Grooms only just come after them now? And how did they know to come here?”

Theodore cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable. “I think it was Alice,” he said quietly.

“Alice?” Beau stared at him. “Alice is a cat, Theo. She couldn’t exactly tell them about the school even if she…” He trailed off, turning pale. “Oh,” he whispered. “The collar.”

Bess remembered the hairless cats she’d seen in Madam Blythe’s study and the jewelled collars with tags they all wore.

“If lost, please return to Madam Blythe’s School of Ballet,” Beau recited. “That’s what their tags say. And they all have the swan emblem stamped on them.”

“Yes. And Alice is back,” Theodore said. “I found her curled up on her favourite cushion. The Grooms must have followed her.”

“Wonderful,” Beau said grimly. “So this is my fault too.”

“Assigning blame is a pointless use of our time right now, my boy,” Professor Ash said briskly. “And a bit of a self-indulgence, I might add. First things first, we need to get slippers for our visitors. Cold feet are no good in a crisis. Everyone climb aboard.”

Professor Ash ushered the children on to the train and Theodore came to stand beside him. “You’ll take them to safety, won’t you?” Theo said in a low voice. “If the school isn’t secure against the Grooms, I can’t have the children here while the gateway is open. Arthur will have to stay, of course – this is his home and there’s no one else to look after him. But if you could take the others to Dark Central Station, then I can send messages to their parents to collect them from there.”

“Of course,” Professor Ash replied. “We’ll leave at once.”

“Thank you,” Theodore said, looking relieved. “It’s a good thing you were here.”

He climbed on board to look after the children.

“I’m not going with you, professor,” Beau said. “I need to find my mum.”

“I’m staying with Beau,” Louie said at once.

“So are we,” Bess and Maria said at the same time.

Professor Ash began shaking his head. “My dear boy, I understand that you want to help your mother, of course, but you heard what Theodore told us. These Grooms sound highly dangerous. I’m all for children having their independence, as you know, but venturing into such a land on your own would be reckless. The ballet school has already sent their own rescue team. And, besides, if the train leaves, then you won’t have any transportation and it’s never a good idea to wander the railways on foot.”

“We can take my carriage,” Bess said, pleased to be able to offer a solution.

“The carriage would work but…well, there’s such a thing as safety in numbers. I’m not suggesting we abandon your mother, Beau, but why don’t we take your brother and the others to Dark Central Station first. Then we can come back here and go after her together?”

“Because that will lose us valuable time,” Beau replied. “The gateway is open for four days. It closes at 6pm on the final day and we all know how time can flash by. Even if you travel at full speed, it’ll take you a good few hours each way, and who knows how long you’ll have to wait at the station before all the kids get picked up. You can catch us up, but I’m not going to twiddle my thumbs waiting.”

“You know he’s right, Dad,” Louie said quietly. “Beau and the others put themselves in harm’s way to help me in the Land of Halloween Sweets. Now we should repay the favour. You’ve always said you won’t stop me from doing something you would have done yourself, and I know you would always help a friend.”

Professor Ash sighed. “Cornered by my own mottos. Still, that’s why one ought to have mottos, I suppose. Very well, children. You may go on ahead. Just as long as you take Frankie with you. Maria, you will have to get permission from your parents. Bess, you really ought to do the same, but as your mum and dad will no doubt be asleep, we’ll have to hope their original permission extends to this scenario.”

“That’s all right, professor,” Bess said. “I don’t think they’d really want to know the details anyway.”

“My parents will be fine with it too,” Maria said. “Witches aren’t as fussy about this type of thing.”

“Off you go then,” Professor Ash said. “Pack your puppets and bags and meet back here in fifteen minutes. I’ll send Frankie to join you. The rest of us will catch up with you in the Land of Cursed Creatures as soon as we can. We’ll let you know by pigeon-gram when we arrive and you can tell us where to meet you.” He pulled Louie in for a quick hug. “Break a leg.”

The children hurried away to their various compartments. It didn’t take long to get dressed and gather up their things. Soon enough they were back on the platform. Bess had thrown on her cloak and carried her backpack with the green pumpkin inside. Beau wore his long puppet coat and Bess knew that the six inner pockets would be filled with puppets. Louie wore his grey waistcoat and trousers and was carrying his two ghost violins in their double case. Maria had changed into black jeans and an orange-sequinned jumper. She’d pulled her black and red hair into a ponytail and Cedric was curled around her right ear. She carried a picnic basket in her hands, which she told them was a gift from Penelope.

“Hopefully she remembered to pack it with human snacks this time,” she said with a sigh. “There was a bit of a mix-up once with some figwig sticks.”

“What are figwig sticks?” Bess asked eagerly.

Maria shuddered. “You don’t want to know.”

“Oh no, I really do!” Bess replied.

“They’re mostly made from fig,” Louie said.

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Bess replied, slightly disappointed.

“And also earwigs,” Beau said. “The earwigs are alive too, so there’s quite a lot of writhing, pinching and biting. Apparently it’s considered quite the delicacy on Penelope’s home planet.” He gazed down the platform. “No sign of Frankie yet, so why don’t we get the carriage ready? The train will have to reverse to head towards Dark Central Station, so let’s go in front of the engine.”

They walked a little way past the Train of Dark Wonders and Bess hopped down on to the tracks to tip the grinning green pumpkin out of its velvet bag. She brushed her fingers against it and immediately it started to change shape and grow. In a matter of moments, it had transformed into an emerald-coloured carriage.

Bess never got tired of looking at it. The carriage was elegantly handsome, with curling twists of black iron that looped over and above the wheels. There was an ink-black crest of a crow emblazoned on both doors. Bess couldn’t help thinking there was almost something a bit alive about the carriage, as if it was pleased to see her and eager to be hurtling down secret tunnels in pursuit of glory and darkness.

“My turn.” Maria raised her hands and concentrated on the magic fizzing between her fingertips. Sparks and small flames danced between her palms as she muttered some magic words, and then a pair of spectacular fire horses stood snorting and rearing on the tracks before them. Their manes and tails were streams of red and yellow fire, dancing and flickering dangerously. The carriage’s harness uncurled to attach itself to the horses’ bridles and they stamped their hooves on the tracks, eager to be off.

“Now we just need Frankie,” Beau said. “What’s the hold-up?”

Bess looked down the deserted platform. The Train of Dark Wonders gave a toot on its whistle, making them all jump. It then began to reverse out from the platform, steadily gathering speed. Moments before the train disappeared into the tunnel, there was a blur of movement as a person dived from one of its open windows.
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The figure hit the platform in a rolling tuck before leaping to their feet with a grin.

“About time,” Beau said. “What kept you?”

“Sorry, folks,” the woman panted as she jogged down the platform. “Barbara got a bit…well, a bit tetchy about me leaving. Hi, I don’t think we’ve met.” She stopped in front of Bess and stuck out her hand. “I’m Frankie.”

“Hello. I’m Bess.”

Frankie wasn’t at all what Bess had been expecting. She’d assumed that the train’s animal handler would be a large, grizzled, bearded man, but Frankie was actually a petite young woman with bright blue hair pulled back into a long plait. She wore a cowgirl-style wide-brimmed hat, a pair of brown jodhpurs and a white shirt. A coiled whip hung from a loop on her belt and her riding boots were as blue as her hair. A smattering of pale blue freckles across her cheeks made Bess wonder whether Frankie wasn’t from their world originally. After all, you could dye your hair blue, but it was quite hard to colour your freckles.

“Pleasure to meet you, Bess,” Frankie said with a bright, open smile. “Now then, shall we get this show on the road? I see you’re all ready to go. That’s a mighty fine carriage, if I might say. And what a beautiful pair of fire horses! You’re a talented bunch.” She gave Louie’s hair an affectionate ruffle. “You got your ghostly gobstopper, kiddo?”

“Right here in my pocket,” Louie said, patting it.

“Excellent. You never know when it might be useful to have a werewolf around.”

“I’ve got my duck puppet, in case anyone was wondering,” Beau put in.

“Don’t worry, you’re important too,” Frankie replied. She pointed at the carriage’s bench seat behind the horses and turned to Bess. “Do you mind if I ride up top? Being inside makes me feel twitchy.”

“Go ahead,’ Bess said. “It’s a bit of a squeeze inside anyway.”

They climbed aboard and before long the carriage was rattling down the tracks, the light from the fire horses illuminating the way in the otherwise dark tunnel. Soon enough, they came around a corner and arrived at the gate. The horses slowed to a stop and the children scrambled out to take a look. The gate was crawling with shadow animals. Bess watched, mesmerised, as shadow tigers prowled around the iron bars, shadow birds spread their wings and strange crablike shadow-things scuttled about near the base.

“Are they…alive?” she wondered aloud. “Or is it an illusion?”

“I’m not sure,” Beau said. “There are more shadow animals on the other side. I got a brief glimpse of them last time before Arthur followed me in and it all went wrong. Come on. Let’s go. The Lake of Poisonous Swans is supposed to be just a short distance away from the gate, so if you ask the horses to take us in a straight line, we should come across it pretty quickly. Maybe the Grooms have gone there first to put the swans back.”

Beau pushed open the gate and they all climbed back on to the carriage. The horses gave a snort and pulled forwards, their fire hooves making no sound upon the tracks. The group passed through the gateway and into a tunnel where they saw more shadow beasts. They were much larger than the ones at the gate and seemed to dance and leap in the light from the horses. Bess saw elephants and dinosaurs, vultures and fish, many-tentacled creatures and beasts with two heads – all made from shadow. Then the tunnel came to an end and the carriage emerged into the Land of Cursed Creatures.

A dusky blue sky arched overhead, swirled with pale green light and the glitter of thousands of stars – even more than Bess had seen in the Bavarian mountains. The starlight cast a silvery glow bright enough for them to view the landscape, which was stark and stony. There was no sign of fire-breathing chickens – or any other cursed creature, for that matter – only shrubby trees and the dramatic rise of three volcanoes in the distance, which explained the sulphurous rotten-egg smell that tainted the warm, muggy air. All of a sudden, Bess found herself missing the sugary chocolate-fudge scents from the Land of Halloween Sweets. It looked as if the volcanoes were active. Bess could see the crimson glow of lava trickling down their sides and smoke rose into the air above them.

“What did the almanac say about the volcanoes?” she asked a little nervously as the carriage rattled its way down the nearest path.

“They’re active,” Louie said, confirming her fears. “But the rumbling gets louder when they’re ready to erupt, so we should get some warning if that’s about to happen. They’re home to the lava gogs, which are a common creature here and sound fairly harmless. Lava yaks live inside the volcanoes too and they’re, um, quite prone to stampeding when the volcanoes erupt in an explosive way – so we really don’t want to be around if they get out.”

“How often does that happen?” Maria asked.

“Quite often,” Louie replied.

“It sounds like we’re in for the usual jolly time,” Beau said sarcastically. He was examining the map he’d copied from the almanac but then looked up. “We’re at the lake – or at least, we’re supposed to be. Can you ask the horses to stop?”

The carriage came to a halt and they all got out. Now that the wheels were silent, they could hear the volcanoes – a deep, growling rumble that made the ground beneath their feet tremble slightly. Or rather, Bess assumed that was the sound of the volcanoes and not some gigantic cursed creature…

They crowded round the map. It looked as if there had once been a large lake here, but it was now a dried-up crater, several metres deep. In times past, there had been ornate swan houses, but these were now rotting on their stilts in the mud.

“I wonder where the Grooms have gone.” Beau frowned. “And there aren’t supposed to be any people living here – only animals.”

“I’ll scout ahead,” Jet said. “See if I can spot anything from the sky.”

“But you don’t know which direction we’ll be heading in,” Bess pointed out. “What if you get lost and can’t find us again?”

Jet made a sound of pure scorn. “I’m a magical talking raven, not a poodle. I would find you anywhere, mistress.”

“All right. Stay safe,” Bess called as the raven took off in a flurry of dark feathers.

She shrank the carriage and Maria dismissed the fire horses. They then explored the crater where the lake had once been, their shoes crunching on the pebbles scattered around the edge.

“Uh oh,” Frankie said after a few minutes. She pointed at a small mound of soil. A tiny pirate flag was planted in the middle, featuring a skull and crossbones – only it wasn’t a human skull, but much flatter and rounder. “That was made by a doom mole,” Frankie told them. “I recognise the flags. Look, the whole area is full of them.”

She pointed and they saw that there were dozens of the little mounds, all with identical flags.

“Doom moles are notoriously nosy,” Frankie went on cheerfully. “Maybe I should pop down and see if I can find one. I bet they know where the Grooms like to hang out.”

Bess frowned. Surely Frankie didn’t intend to try to get down one of the molehills? They were far too small for a person. And besides, she didn’t remember seeing anything in the almanac about doom moles being able to understand English.
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“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” Maria said at once. “If you touch a doom mole with your bare hands, don’t you get nine years’ bad luck?”

“Even worse than breaking a mirror,” Frankie said with a grin. “Don’t worry. My mum always said I was born with the devil’s luck. I’ll be fine.”

With that, she gave a sharp, piercing whistle through her teeth. At once, a dusty blue whirlwind whipped up around her, hiding her from view. Bess jumped back, startled, but within seconds the whirlwind had vanished – and so had Frankie. Standing in her place was a small, pink-nosed mole. Bess might have mistaken it for a doom mole, but she knew from the almanac that they were bubblegum pink. This mole, on the other hand, had blue fur and was wearing clothes. Frankie’s outfit had shrunk and changed shape with her, so that it now perfectly fitted a mole. She tipped her head back to look at them with bright eyes, chittered something in a series of rapid squeaks, then dived head first into the nearest hole.

“That probably means ‘wish me luck’ in doom mole,” Beau remarked.

“Um…what just happened?” Bess said, looking questioningly at her friends.

“Oh, didn’t anyone mention that Frankie’s a shapeshifter?” Louie said.

Bess shook her head. “I would have remembered that. So…can she just turn into any animal she likes?”

“Pretty much. I mean, she’ll always be a blue version of it, but otherwise she does quite a good job of looking the same.”

“Is that because her hair is blue when she’s in her natural form?” Bess asked, fascinated.

Maria grinned. “What makes you think that human is Frankie’s natural form?”

Bess gaped at her. “What is it then?”

“No one knows,” Louie said. “She comes from a world where shapeshifting is as natural as breathing. But the most useful thing is that whenever she’s in another form, she can communicate with the creatures she’s imitating. She’ll be able to speak fluent doom mole to any she finds down there.”

Bess was amazed. “I guess her clothes are made by Penelope?”

Louie nodded. His own clothes were enchanted so that they didn’t rip or tear when he transformed into a wolf. Frankie must have had a similar magic woven into hers. The children waited by the molehills for several minutes before Frankie popped back out and transformed into a human.

“Well,” she said. “The moles are in a bit of a tizzy, but that’s nothing unusual for doom moles. They tell me that the Grooms are locking up magical creatures.”

“What for?” Louie asked, frowning.

“No one seems to know. They haven’t tried to take any doom moles yet, but perhaps no one wants a creature that brings you nine years’ bad luck if you touch it.” She shrugged. “Doom moles are famously paranoid and prone to getting the wrong end of the stick, so we should probably take anything they say with a pinch of salt. But, most importantly, they know where to find the Grooms.”

“Where?” Beau asked eagerly.

“Get out the map,” Frankie said, “and I’ll show you.”

Beau quickly unrolled the map and Frankie scanned her eyes down it before pointing. Bess noticed that her nails were bright blue and stamped with trails of miniature silver pawprints. “There,” Frankie said. “That’s where we need to go.”

Beau groaned. “I thought you might say that. The most dangerous part of the land – apart from the volcanoes, obviously. I suppose we should be grateful the Grooms don’t hang out in one of those, at least.”

Bess read the words above Frankie’s fingertip: Nightmare Forest. The name alone sent a little shiver of excitement through her. She recalled the few sentences she’d read in the almanac.

“That’s where the cursed unicorn lives, isn’t it?” she said.

“That’s right,” Beau replied. “It was new to the land a couple of years ago when the last almanac entry was written. They renamed the forest because of all the nightmares the unicorn brought with it. But the main problem is how far away the forest is. It’ll probably take us the best part of two days just to get there, which means we’ll hardly have any time to find my mum if we’re to get back before the gateway closes.”

“We’ll move faster once the Train of Dark Wonders catches up with us,” Bess pointed out. “We can hopefully make up time that way.”

“We should set off at once,” Maria said. “Which direction do we head in?”

“We’re going to have to somehow cross the River of Haunted Lobsters,” Beau replied, frowning at the map. “Which I guess isn’t going to be any picnic.”

“Well, it depends on what you mean by picnic,” Frankie said briskly. “I once interrupted a vampire frog picnic, which resulted in a lot of bitey jumping that was actually both funny and perilous at the same time. Still –” she chewed her lip “– haunted lobsters are a force to be reckoned with, to say nothing of cursed unicorns.” She glanced at Bess. “I don’t suppose your carriage can fly, by any chance, or turn into a boat?”

Bess shook her head. “I wish it could.”

“Nothing for it but to venture over the ground then,” Frankie said brightly.

Bess and Maria produced the carriage and fire horses once again, and they were about to pile in when a slurping, sucking sound came from the dried-up swan lake. As they turned round, they saw that the crater was rapidly filling with thick, slimy green water bubbling up from the mud. And that’s when they realised that the rotting swan houses weren’t empty after all. The arrival of the green water seemed to have awoken their occupants, drawing them out with much bedraggled flapping and aggressive quacking.

“Are those…” Maria stared, looking appalled. “Are those what I think they are?”

“Zombie ducks!” Beau groaned. “Into the carriage! Now! ”
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The children tumbled into the carriage as the zombie ducks flapped and dragged themselves after them. The creatures had moth-eaten feathers, bloodshot eyes and suspicious red stains around their beaks. There was something disturbingly frantic about the quacking sound they made too.

“Do zombie ducks eat the same thing as zombie humans?” Bess gasped.

“Brains,” Frankie confirmed. The driver’s seat outside had lost its appeal and she climbed in behind the children, slamming the door closed. “It’s what all zombies eat.”

“Giddy-up!” Maria shouted at the horses, who didn’t need telling twice and charged forwards.

It was a bit of a squeeze with all of them inside the carriage, and there were a lot of elbows and knees digging into faces and ribs.

“At least ducks don’t have any teeth,” Louie began. “So they can’t be that— Argh! ”

He broke off with a shout as one of the ducks flew at the window, crashing into the glass with enough force that it probably would have broken through if this were an ordinary carriage. Fortunately, wicked stepsister carriages were made from stronger stuff. Jet had told Bess that it was practically bulletproof, and so she hoped it would turn out to be zombie-duck-proof too. Still, there was something very unnerving about having such a creature frantically try to break in. The duck opened its beak wide to give an exasperated quack and they saw that, unlike a normal duck, zombie ones had rows and rows of sharp, jagged teeth, some of which had fleshy strings of meat hanging from them. Everyone screamed, but screaming wasn’t much use when it came to zombies.

The carriage bounced and juddered its way over the stony ground, with several of the ducks in close pursuit. Bess shuddered at the sound of their beaks pounding against the roof and the sides as they desperately searched to find a way in.

“It’s a good thing you haven’t got normal horses,” Frankie said. “Otherwise they’d have been ripped to pieces by now.”

At that very moment, one of the ducks decided to try its luck with the horses anyway. It flapped down with a murderous quack, but the next second there was a sizzling sound and the aroma of roasted duck, which made everyone feel peckish in a confused sort of way.

“Even if they can’t get in, we still need them to go away,” Maria pointed out. “Or else we’ll be stuck inside and not much use to anyone. I’ll conjure a fire eagle.”

“But we don’t want to hurt them,” Louie protested. “It’s not their fault – they’re just following their zombie nature.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “I know, but what else are we going to do? You want to find Beau’s mum, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course, but—”

“Hang on, hang on…” Beau rummaged in his coat and brought out a puppet duck. “I can get rid of them without any bloodshed.” He smirked at Maria. “Watch and learn.”

Like all of Beau’s puppets, the duck was made from felt. Unlike the zombie creatures outside, this duck was sleek and handsome, with a glossy green head and shining dark eyes. He was wearing a midnight-blue suit that sparkled when he moved. Some of Beau’s puppets had strings and some didn’t. The duck didn’t have strings, so Beau held it up to the window, where it opened its beak and let out a rapid series of quacks through the glass at the zombie on the other side.

To Bess’s surprise, the zombie duck gave a startled-sounding honk and then dropped behind as the carriage continued. The same thing happened, one by one, with the ducks that remained. As soon as they appeared at the window, Beau’s puppet would quack at them and the zombies would let out a honk before falling back. Before long, none of the creatures were in pursuit.

“What just happened?” Maria demanded. She looked a bit annoyed, and Bess knew she’d been itching to create a fire eagle. She and Beau had a bit of a rivalry when it came to using their unique skills. “How did the puppet do that just by quacking at them?”

Beau looked smug. “Can’t you tell from its suit? This is a comedian duck.”

Maria looked even more annoyed. “Excuse me?”

Beau grinned. “You can’t be laughing and angry at the same time. Everyone knows that. That means you can’t be laughing and murderous at the same time either. I mean, they’re probably back to being murderous again by now, but the laughter distracts them enough to make them fall behind. By then it’s too late for them to catch up.”

“Ingenious,” Frankie said, giving Beau a slap on the back.

“Thanks. I guess I can see now why Mum only wanted the expert dancers to come into this land,” Beau said. “What’s next? Ghostly sheep or banshee badgers?”

“The ghostly sheep are a non-issue,” Frankie said, “since they’re practically indistinguishable from living sheep. We’d best try to avoid the banshee badgers if we can, though. I guess now we know why the swans left. Poisonous swans and zombie ducks are sworn enemies, by all accounts. Always have been. Can’t stand each other.”

“I was never that keen on the poisonous swans, but maybe they weren’t so bad after all,” Beau said with a shudder.

“Just wait until you meet the haunted lobsters,” Frankie replied. “I don’t suppose you have any comedian lobster puppets in your coat, by any chance?”

“’Fraid not,” Beau replied. “I’ve brought my fisherman, but he won’t be able to catch ghosts.” He gave Maria a challenging smile. “I guess it’ll just have to be someone else’s turn to be useful.”

“Perhaps I could use my violin,” Louie suggested. “I mean, they’re ghosts, aren’t they? And if the music works on ghostly gummy bears, then it should work on them too.”

“What do we know about the lobsters exactly?” Maria asked.

Beau thumbed to the relevant page in the almanac and read the entry there.

“‘Rivers in the Land of Cursed Creatures are generally a perilous affair. From pocket sharks and goblin newts to peppersnap turtles and vampire frogs, anyone foolish enough to try to cross water in this land takes their life into their hands…’ Blah, blah, blah.” He looked up. “It goes on for a bit about how you shouldn’t go anywhere near a river if you want to live. I’ll skip to the lobster part.”

He scanned down the page, then cleared his throat. “‘Of particular concern are the haunted lobsters. With a single pinch, their ghost claws have the power to turn any living thing into a plate shaped like a lobster. Nobody knows why they do this or to what end, but once someone has been turned into a plate, there appears to be no way of turning them back.’”

There was a brief silence.

“That can’t be true, can it?” Maria said. “Perhaps the writer of this entry made some of it up.”

“It is true, I’m afraid,” Frankie told them. “One of my animal-handling colleagues got turned into one. I can’t say I liked him all that much, but no one deserves that fate. His mum keeps the lobster plate on her mantelpiece.”

“It sounds like we need to be very careful then,” Bess said. “Do we know if there are any bridges?”

Beau got the map out again and they took another look. From what they could tell, it was quite a large river with no marked bridges. Bess really hoped they wouldn’t have to swim to the other side. Then she noticed something else. “That’s weird,” she said.

“What?” Maria asked.

“There are a lot of railways in this land. Roads too. I think the horses have taken us on to one of them now – that’s why we’re having a smoother ride. Do you think the Grooms built them?”

“Hmm.” Beau frowned. “Must have. I can’t think of any cursed creature that would be able to use a train or car. But then surely the almanac would mention them?”

“There are train stations on the map too,” Bess said. “There’s one very close to the River of Haunted Lobsters. Perhaps we should stop and take a look?”

“The more we know about this land, the better,” Louie agreed. “We’ll have to be careful, though, in case there are any Grooms about. There could be dozens of them for all we know.”

“What’s our plan when we catch up with the Grooms, anyway?” Maria asked. “I mean, obviously we don’t know exactly what we’re up against, but it’s still a good idea to have some sort of plan. I suggest I conjure my fire lion – or a flock of fire eagles if that’s better – and Frankie transforms into something terrifying. If that doesn’t persuade them to hand over Beau’s mum, I can’t think what will.”

“Sounds like a good start,” Beau said. “My Pied Piper puppet will work on them too, as long as they have ears.”

“And the black ghost violin will banish them if they’re spirits,” Louie put in.

Bess racked her brain for what she might be able to offer in a stand-off with the Grooms but couldn’t think of anything. She was pleased that the others had so many suggestions but felt a familiar feeling of frustration bubble up at her own lack of relevant skills.

“Sorry, everyone, I guess I probably won’t be much help,” she said.

“Don’t be a twit,” Beau replied. “Aside from your map-reading skills and whatnot, you’ve got the carriage, which is extremely useful.”

Louie frowned. “What Beau means to say is that everyone helps in their own way. And despite what Beau and Maria seem to think sometimes, this isn’t a competition and never has been. No one is keeping score when it comes to friendship.”

Maria and Beau looked suitably sheepish at this. Bess flashed Louie a smile. She’d always liked his gentle nature and the fact that he refused to be drawn into petty squabbles. No one would ever have guessed from talking to him that he was a werewolf.

“Louie’s right,” Maria said. “Beau brings out my competitive streak, but we’re a team. And we’ll do this together.”

“You’re a sweet bunch of kids,” Frankie said. “Now, does anyone mind if I turn into a ferret for a bit? It’ll take us an hour or so to reach the River of Haunted Lobsters and it’ll help make a bit more room in here.”

Bess watched, fascinated, as Frankie whipped up a blue whirlwind once again and transformed into a ferret, still wearing the same outfit. Ferret Frankie removed her cowgirl hat and curled into a ball on Maria’s lap. The journey passed in thoughtful quiet for a while as they gazed out the window at the passing landscape. Bess kept her eyes peeled for fire-breathing chickens but didn’t see so much as a feather. This seemed odd when they were meant to be one of the most common creatures in the land, and Bess felt a flicker of worry that perhaps the almanac’s information was out of date or just plain wrong. The visitors who wrote the entries got the wrong end of the stick sometimes, like when they’d reported that the Candymaker in the Land of Halloween Sweets was villainous.

Finally, she said, “I think I might go and sit up on the driver’s seat. I’m sure we’ve left the zombie ducks far enough behind by now and it will be easier to see what’s coming up ahead from outside.”

“I’ll come with you,” Maria said, shifting Frankie on to Louie’s lap. They stopped the carriage long enough for the two girls to hop down and climb up on to the outside bench, then Maria clicked her tongue to send the horses forwards once more.

Bess saw that the landscape had changed a bit since the lake, becoming less barren and stony. The sky above them was still dark, but the bright starlight illuminated the scrubby grass and a few weird-looking bushes and trees. The three volcanoes were still visible in the distance and their smell continued to hang over everything. The only animal Bess could see was some sort of antlered deer-like creature. There were a few of them up ahead, grazing on the grass, occasionally looking towards the carriage. It was difficult to make them out properly in the starlight and Bess wondered what it was about them that made them cursed.

“How long until the sun comes up?” she said, turning to Maria. “It would be morning at home by now.”

“The sun doesn’t rise here,” Maria replied. “The almanac says it’s always night. I guess that’s what makes this place so good for all the cursed creatures. Look, there’s the river and the train station up ahead.”

Indeed, there was the pale glint of the river shining in the starlight, with a forest looming behind it. At the water’s edge was a train station. The exterior of the building was quite grand, with marble pillars, stained-glass windows and even a couple of balconies. Bess noticed that the lights were on inside, shining like beacons through the darkness.

The carriage came to a stop and the children climbed out. Bess saw that Louie had used the ghostly gobstopper to transform himself into a sleek, white werewolf in case of danger, and Beau was carrying Louie’s things. Frankie had shed her ferret form and was now some sort of sniffer dog with blue fur, a pointed snout and an excited, waggy tail. Maria raised her hands to conjure her fire lion for extra protection – a magnificent creature that looked just like the real thing, except that it was made entirely from fire, its mane and tail dancing and leaping with red-hot flames.

“So we’ll check out the train station before crossing the river?” Bess asked. “If the Grooms built it, it might have some clues about the location of their lair. It’d be good to confirm that the doom moles were right about it being in the Nightmare Forest.”

“Good thinking,” Maria said. “Frankie did say that the doom moles aren’t the most reliable source of information.”

“Let’s take a look then,” Beau said. “But, everyone, keep your wits about you.”

Werewolf Louie seemed to like the idea of exploring the station and set off towards the building at an eager trot, leading the way.
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The group approached the train station cautiously. The stained-glass windows meant it was impossible to see into the building itself. A sign over the doors stated that this was RIVER STATION. Louie pushed against the door with his snout; it swung open soundlessly and they all stepped inside.

The building appeared to be deserted. Black marble tiles gleamed upon the floor. There was a small, unstaffed ticket office, with low benches placed around the walls and signs leading to the various platforms as well as a café. The stained-glass windows depicted different cursed creatures, each with a brass plaque stating what they were. There were no fire-breathing chickens, but Bess recognised the zombie duck, the doom mole and the haunted lobster. Another window depicted the antlered creature she’d glimpsed, which she now saw had green eyes and was called a dread deer. And the final picture could be none other than a cursed unicorn.

Bess found her gaze drawn to this creature in particular, marvelling at how different it was from the images of pretty unicorns she’d seen back home. With its purple coat and cold silver eyes, it looked fierce and deadly. Bess shivered as she turned away.

Although there was no sign of any Grooms or people in the station, there were dozens of boulders. They were dark red in colour, about the size of large watermelons, and they were scattered about on the floor and even on the benches. There were various abandoned belongings too – bags and umbrellas – all left in untidy heaps.

“It looks like something happened here and everyone left in the middle of what they were doing,” Bess said.

“Does it all belong to the Grooms?” Beau frowned. “Why wouldn’t they take their stuff with them?”

The children opened a couple of the bags and found them filled with various peculiar items, such as dried frogs and dead caterpillars. Bess couldn’t think what the Grooms would want with such things.

While Louie transformed back into a boy, the others went next door to explore the café. They found a pretty room with yellow-and-white striped wallpaper and pristine white cloths on the tables. It reminded Bess of the tea rooms back in Roseville. A sweet smell filled the air, making a pleasant change from the volcanoes outside.

“I wonder who this room is supposed to be for,” Louie said as he joined them. “The furniture is miniature. Like we saw in the Land of Halloween Sweets. Much too small for the Grooms.”

Indeed, the tables, chairs and benches were all quite small and low to the ground, as if they’d been designed for children. Many of the tables had teapots and teacups on them, along with plates of half-eaten cakes.

Maria sighed. “Well, I hope there are no gummy-bear ghosts in this land. We don’t want to go through all that again.”

“This definitely doesn’t seem like a hangout for Grooms,” Bess said, walking over to the counter. “It’s too nice. Look, they’ve got rock cakes.”

“What’s a rock cake?” Maria asked.

“A type of currant bun,” Bess said. “My pops loved them.”

Just then, Frankie transformed back into a person. “Try one if you want,” she said. “I couldn’t sniff out any magic or poison in them, so they should be safe. They look fresh too.”

The children tentatively reached for the cakes. Bess bit into hers and found it was just like the ones back home – sweet and crumbly, flavoured with delicious spices and raisins.

Louie pulled out a chair and found a red boulder on it, just like the ones they’d seen in the ticket hall. They quickly realised that quite a few of the chairs had boulders on them. Maria picked one up with both hands.

“It looks like it ought to weigh a ton,” she said, sounding surprised. “But it’s actually fairly light.”

“I think it’s volcanic rock,” Bess said, peering at it. “Look, you can see the holes made by the gas bubbles in the lava.”

Her pops had had several books about geology, along with a private rock collection that he was convinced must be extraterrestrial in origin, so Bess had picked up a few rock facts along the way.

“I’ve never seen volcanic rock that sparkles, though,” she added.

You had to look closely to see it, but the boulders all had a shimmery sort of sparkle to them. Maria put the rock back and they left the café to investigate the platforms. Two of them were empty, but the third contained a miniature steam train. It had a smart, polished red engine and two open carriages with a long bench running down the centre. The children were unsurprised to see red rocks lined up on these.

“Weird,” Beau said. “But there’s not much point standing around looking at a bunch of rocks. This clearly isn’t a Groom train station. I guess we’re just going to have to take the word of the doom moles for now and find some way to cross the river.”

They left the station and waited while Maria dismissed the fire horses and Bess transformed the carriage back into a pumpkin. When they approached the river’s edge, Bess saw that this was no ordinary river. The water had a slightly transparent look, meaning they could see all the way to the riverbed, a metre or so down. And Bess got the feeling that if she were to dip her fingers into the ripples, they wouldn’t feel wet to the touch. It wasn’t very deep, but it was quite wide and the opposite riverbank was several metres away.

“Looks like a ghost river,” Frankie said, peering into the water. “That’s handy. It means we’ll be able to walk across without getting wet. And we can see what’s beneath the surface. There’re a few crabs scuttling about down there, but I don’t see any haunted lobsters, do you?”

Bess and the others shook their heads.

“Perhaps they’re in a different part of the river?” Beau suggested. “It’s quite big, isn’t it? They could be anywhere. Or, I don’t know, in their lobster caves, asleep. The important thing is, they’re not here. So as long as we avoid the crabs, we should be okay, right?”

“Ghost crabs normally keep themselves to themselves,” Frankie replied. “They’re not as belligerent as lobsters. So yeah, I reckon we take the opportunity now while we can.” She glanced at Louie. “Best keep your violin handy, though, just in case. We don’t want to be fumbling with clasps and whatnot if we’re under lobster attack.”

“Right.” Louie took both violins from their case. He kept hold of the white one and passed the black one to Bess. “I’d rather not have to use this one, but better to have both ready.”

Bess took it with a nod. Then they all sat down on the edge of the riverbank and dropped into the ghost river. As expected, the water didn’t wet their clothes or hair, but it did feel cold and smooth as it slipped by, like lengths of chilled silk. Bess shivered and was glad it wasn’t deep enough for her head to be beneath the surface. She got the impression that trying to breathe the ghost water would be an uncomfortable experience.

“Let’s go in single file,” Frankie said. “That way we’ve got less chance of disturbing anything. I’ll go first.”

She took the lead and the others followed in a line. They made their way quietly and carefully. The ghostly pondweed brushed against their legs and wrapped tightly around their ankles a couple of times, but they were able to tug themselves free without too much effort. Soon they were about halfway across the river. Bess started to think that they were actually going to make it to the other side, but then there was a stirring and a scuttling from the riverbed as dozens of ghost stones shifted and tumbled.

“Uh-oh,” Frankie muttered.

Seconds later, a dozen haunted lobsters erupted out of their holes in the riverbed. Like most ghosts, they were faintly transparent, but looked as if they’d once been blue. Their claws meanwhile were a bright, pearly, sparkly white – and they were snapping at the children with a hungry sort of eagerness.
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The lobsters scuttled across the riverbed with alarming speed, snapping their ghost claws. Bess and the others leaped back as Louie raised his white violin to his shoulder and drew the bow across the strings in a lilting tune that Bess guessed must be a lobster lullaby. Almost at once, the lobsters slowed their pace and began clicking their claws in a more half-hearted manner.

Louie started to walk slowly forwards and the others followed. Some of the lobsters trailed along after them but didn’t make any move to attack. Most of them were already starting to doze off. Eventually, the last few lobsters stopped too and settled themselves down to sleep on the riverbed. Bess smiled. It was working. They had almost made it to the other side.

As they reached the riverbank, Louie lowered his violin. “They should sleep for twenty minutes or so,” he said quietly. “Plenty of time for us to get away.”

But just as they were about to pull themselves out of the river, a dread deer emerged from the forest on the other side. It was the same creature Bess had glimpsed before and that she’d seen depicted in the stained-glass window. It was larger than an ordinary deer and towered over them alarmingly. The creature made no move to attack, nor did it bare its teeth or strike with its hooves. In fact, it didn’t do anything other than stand gazing at them with its emerald eyes.

“Is it dangerous?” Bess whispered. “What did the almanac say?”

“There was no mention of dread deer at all,” Beau replied. “So I don’t know anything about them.”

They looked questioningly at Frankie, who shook her head. “I’m afraid they’re new to me too. Deer aren’t exactly known for being aggressive attackers, but I doubt anything’s harmless in the Land of Cursed Creatures.”
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“We could carry on walking along the riverbed,” Louie suggested. “But then we risk waking up more lobsters. And if too many appear at once then I might not be able to send them all to sleep in time.”

“Well, I for one don’t want to end my days as a dinner plate,” Beau said. “We know the lobsters are dangerous, so I say we take our chances with the deer.”

“Agreed,” Maria said. On her shoulder, Cedric puffed out a little cloud of smoke as if he agreed too.

Bess looked up at the silent deer and felt a shiver go through her. Something about it made her uneasy, but she couldn’t deny Beau’s logic. Their group shuffled a little further down the river, tugging their ankles free from the weeds trying to grab hold of them. The deer watched but made no attempt to follow as Bess and the others climbed up on to the bank. Bess hoped it might disappear back into the forest, but instead it turned its head towards them and let out a single, mournful bleat.

The sound hit Bess like a physical object and at once she understood how the deer had got its name. Dread pooled in the pit of her stomach, cruel and icy cold and jagged as glass. She gasped as all the things she’d ever been worried about grew and grew inside her: the dread of not fitting in, of letting down her friends, of letting down her pops and the Odditorium, of not staying true to herself, of losing her loved ones, of facing Cinderella. The list seemed to go on and on…

Normally these concerns were at the back of Bess’s mind and only hijacked her thoughts on the rare occasion when she couldn’t keep them in perspective. Now, though, her fears and dreads grew legs. They felt like dozens of spiders scuttling up and down beneath her skin, unpicking every worry they found and spinning it into a web she couldn’t escape. When Bess glanced at her friends, they all wore horrified expressions and she guessed they were experiencing the same thing.

Nobody moved or spoke. The awful feeling had frozen them to the spot. And all the while, the dread deer moved closer and closer until it stood directly in front of Bess. She shuddered as she looked into its bright green eyes and knew that she needed to get away. She sensed something very bad would happen if the deer touched her. But still, she couldn’t move.

She tried to tell herself that all those things she dreaded weren’t going to come true – and if anything bad did happen, then she’d deal with it as best she could. After all, if she could single-handedly capture an escaped albino alligator without any fingers lost, she could probably deal with pretty much anything. This sort of pep talk usually worked if she was feeling worried, but not this time. Now she only felt a deep hopelessness as all her dreads piled up on top of her, one after the other. And then, with a sort of distant terror, she found herself raising her hand and reaching out towards the deer’s muzzle, powerless to resist…

Just as she was about to touch it, there was a raucous squawk overhead and a rush of black feathers as Jet swooped down to land on her shoulder. Bess knew the raven could be loud when he wanted to be, but she’d never heard such a racket in her life. The outraged screeching seemed to pierce through her eardrums, breaking the dread deer’s spell.

The deer drew back its lips in a snarl before letting out a very undeerlike hiss. Bess saw that its tongue was forked like a snake’s. She forced herself not to step back. Pops had once told her that showing fear was the worst thing you could do when cornered by a wild animal. Instead, she grabbed the can of bear spray from her backpack, raised it up and sprayed it directly at the deer. It gave a horrible shriek and reared on to its hind legs before turning and skittering back into the forest.

“Good thinking!” Frankie exclaimed. “Now let’s get out of here before it comes back with its pals.”

Bess summoned the carriage and Maria created the fire horses in record time. Moments later, they were galloping away from the river, hopefully leaving the dread deer far behind. Everyone felt a bit shaken up by the encounter with the strange creature, and Bess shivered to think what might have happened if Jet hadn’t come along.

“Thank you,” she said to the raven. “That was very brave.”

“Just in time too,” Jet sniffed. There was hardly any room with all of them inside the carriage, so Jet perched on the side table, cocking his dark head this way and that. “Seems I can’t leave for a minute without you landing yourselves in trouble.”

“Did you see anything useful from the air?” Louie asked.

“No sign of the Grooms,” Jet said. “I saw another train, though. It was all black with the ballet school crest on the side.”

“That must have been the, um, expert dancers with the Shadow Train,” Beau said. “Theodore said they had gone to rescue Mum.”

“Huh.” Jet sniffed. “They haven’t found her yet. I heard them talking about it before the kraken turned up.”

“Kraken?” Maria sounded startled.

“It burst out of a big dark lake,” Jet said. “The dancers were battling with it when I left.”

“Should we try to find them and help?” Louie asked.

“Didn’t seem as if they needed much help,” Jet replied. “They were clearly winning. I guess the throwing spikes and big swords usually do the trick.”

“Throwing spikes and swords?” Maria rolled her eyes and turned to Beau. “Look, I think it’s about time you were straight with us. Is this a school for ballerinas or a school for ninjas?”

Beau shifted uncomfortably. “Well…why can’t it be a little of both? There’s lots of overlap between ballerinas and ninjas. And not just ninjas, but spies and assassins too. They all need to have speed, strength, grace, stamina, determination—”

“Ballerinas don’t carry swords, Beau,” Maria said.

“All right, look, there are stories about Anastasia – my great-great-whatever grandmother. She was a ballerina, but some say she might have been a spy too. As for my mum and her school, I honestly don’t know all its secrets. I never got to a high enough level to find out. But if I’m going to fill in the blanks and read between the lines and all that, then, yeah, her ballet school probably is a little bit of a ninja school and a bit of a spy school and several other things besides. There are missions to other worlds, but I’m not sure what exactly happens there. It just seemed normal when I was little. It was only a few years ago that it finally occurred to me that ordinary ballet schools probably didn’t do as much sword-fighting as we did.”

For a moment there was silence. Then Louie spoke up. “Well, I always thought I had a bit of a colourful upbringing on the Train of Dark Wonders, but now I realise yours was just as interesting.”

“There must have been some parts of it you enjoyed, though,” Maria said, giving Beau a nudge. “I mean, who doesn’t want to learn how to sword-fight and all that?”

Beau shrugged. “I liked some of it, I guess. There was something satisfying in learning how to move in complete silence or sending secret messages in rice or telling the time by looking into the eyes of a cat or—”

“Now you’re just making things up!” Maria protested.

Beau grinned. “Maybe I am and maybe I’m not.”

“Is it true that ninjas can read minds and vanish into thin air?” Frankie asked.

“Of course not,” Beau replied.

“Who are these secret missions actually for?” Bess put in.

“I honestly don’t know,” Beau said. “The government? I guess they must know about the Troll Network and the gateways to other worlds, and they want to keep an eye on things. Anyway, that’s enough about ninja school. We need to work out where we’re going next. My mum is pretty good at looking after herself, but I still don’t like the thought of her being trapped by those horrible Grooms.”

He dug out the map but no matter which way they chose to go, there wasn’t a straightforward route to Nightmare Forest. Either they had to travel in a straight line through the Cursed Alligator Wetlands or take the long way round via the Encore Flamingo Salt Flats. Bess couldn’t help noticing that the map made no mention of fire-breathing chickens and was starting to think she might have to look for a different guard animal. When they checked the almanac, it didn’t give much information about the salt flats or the wetlands, presumably because not many people had dared venture into them.

“We’ve got to avoid the alligators,” Bess said firmly. “They’re dangerous enough in our world, let alone if they’re cursed as well. My pops used to say they’re nature’s most perfect killing machine, after tigers.”

Beau groaned. “We’ll lose valuable time if we don’t go that way. And the salt flats are bound to be dangerous too.” He glanced at Frankie. “Have you ever heard of an encore flamingo? Do you have any idea what it is?”

“Not the foggiest, I’m afraid,” Frankie said cheerfully. “Bess is right about the alligators, though. Whatever an encore flamingo is, it’s probably not as bad as an alligator, cursed or otherwise.”

Beau sighed. “The Encore Flamingo Salt Flats it is then.”

Maria called out instructions to the horses, then turned back to the others. “What time is it, anyway? It’s hard to keep track when it’s always dark.”

Louie took out his pocket watch and told them it was lunchtime. “The Train of Dark Wonders shouldn’t be too far behind us now. Perhaps a couple of hours.”

“Well, it looks like it’ll take about an hour to reach the salt flats,” Frankie said, peering at the map. “We’d best have something to eat while we travel.”

They got out Penelope’s picnic hamper and were relieved to find no figwig sticks in sight. Instead, they ate a lunch of jam sandwiches and cold lemonade as the carriage rattled along. The landscape got more and more sparse, until finally there were no trees or greenery at all. At one point they saw a long line of doom moles traipsing across the barren land in the direction of the volcanoes, but these were the first creatures they’d seen in ages.

“That’s funny,” Frankie said, frowning as she looked out of the window. “Doom moles don’t normally walk in single file like that. And they told me they were going to stay as far away from Nightmare Forest as they could.”

“I hope they weren’t lying about the Grooms being there,” Beau said. “Not when we’ve come all this way. We don’t have time to go in the wrong direction.”

“I’m sure they thought they were telling me the truth about the Nightmare Forest,” Frankie said. “But perhaps they were confused. Or maybe they were right then, but confused now – perhaps they don’t realise they’re walking straight towards it?”

There was no opportunity to solve the puzzle, however, because the carriage started to slow. As it came to a stop, the group climbed out, marvelling at the incredible spectacle of the Encore Flamingo Salt Flats.
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The landscape looked like a great, sweeping field of snow at first. The night sky was reflected in the white surface, making it seem as if there were stars scattered all over the ground. But when Bess looked more closely, she saw the cracks running through the salt and realised it was sharp and rough, with none of the powdery softness of snow. This was the kind of substance that would cut your hands if you fell on it – a sparkling, crystal desert.

It was eerie in the starlight, especially with the towering salt structures all around – some looked like pillars, while others formed strange, twisted shapes or took the form of mushrooms. Scattered between these were tall cactuses with prickly outstretched arms. The only sound was the rumble of the volcanoes, which were much closer now. There was no sign of any flamingos as yet, but there was a fluffy, bright purple, long-legged creature that Frankie explained was a rain caterpillar. A tiny dark cloud hung in the air directly above it, spitting rain.

“Quite harmless until it matures into a storm butterfly,” she told them. “I’ll just check and see if this one knows anything about the Grooms.”

Frankie transformed into a matching caterpillar and the two creatures had a brief conversation before she turned back into a human. “She didn’t know anything about Madam Blythe, but she says the Grooms mostly hang out in Nightmare Forest. All the creatures know to stay away from there. So it sounds like we’re heading in the right direction.”

“That’s a relief,” Beau said.

They set off in the carriage again but soon realised that the salt crust was impossible to drive across because the wheels kept getting stuck.

“I think it would be quicker to walk,” Louie said after they’d had to dig the carriage out with their hands for the third time.

The others agreed, so Bess put away the carriage while Maria dismissed the fire horses. Louie said he was going to transform into a werewolf, since his wolf senses might give them more warning of approaching danger, and handed his violin case to Beau. Then he slipped the ghostly gobstopper into his mouth. A few moments later, his clothes lay in a heap and a large, white wolf stood in the boy’s place, his nose twitching as he sniffed the air.

“I think I’ll turn into something more suitable for the desert too,” Frankie said.

A blue whirlwind flew up around her, and when it disappeared there was a camel standing there. Long-legged, haughty and showing off extraordinarily long eyelashes, the camel looked just like the ones Bess had seen photos of in Pops’s travel journal, except for the fact that it was bright blue from head to hoof. And wearing clothes. Bess scooped up Louie’s outfit and slipped it into her backpack, then they set off into the strange landscape.

Bess quickly discovered that it wasn’t that easy to walk over the flats either. The salt crunched beneath her feet and caked her shoes and legs with sticky white dust.

“This is a dreadful place,” Jet complained. “Too smelly, too hot, too dirty.”

It was hard to disagree with his assessment. Louie and Frankie were finding it easier to pick their way along in their animal forms, although the children had to stop a few times to give Frankie a prod when she paused to nibble at a cactus. It was a relief to everyone when they came across the go-carts.

A desert-like salt flat was the last place Bess would have expected to see a collection of little cars, but there they were, lined up in a neat row in a smart garage. Not only that, but there was a track too, cutting through the desert in the direction they wanted to go. As with the train station, they found a few red boulders littered about the garage, but there were no people. A map on the wall gave a more detailed picture of the salt flats than the one in the almanac.
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“It’s split into regions, look,” Louie said. “They don’t sound very cursed creatureish, though.”

The regions were named after dances. Bess saw a tap-dancing region, a can-can region, a barn-dancing region and a conga region. She recalled a fact she’d read in one of Pops’s zoology books about how flamingos knew over a hundred dance moves as part of their courtship rituals.

“Weird,” Beau said. “Anyway, there’s no one using the go-carts and no one around to ask, so I say we take them.”

They found the keys hanging from hooks on the wall. Louie and Frankie transformed back into humans and they all went to select a go-cart each. They were a bright, shiny red and looked as if they were well maintained.

“This is strange,” Bess said. “There must be someone using the trains and the go-carts. If it’s not the Grooms, then I wonder who it could be and where they’ve all gone.”

“Whoever they are, it’s clear they’re on the dinky side,” Frankie remarked. “It doesn’t look like I’m going to fit in these go-carts – they’re for little kids.”

She was right. Like the trains and furniture they’d seen back at the station, the go-carts were very small. It was quite a squeeze for Bess and the others to climb in. Frankie was far too tall, though.

“No matter,” she said cheerfully. “I was quite enjoying being a camel.”

“Will you be able to keep up?” Beau asked.

“Camels can run at speeds of forty miles an hour. And I fancy a good camel gallop. You don’t get the opportunity too often. Nothing like it for blowing away all the cobwebs.”

She transformed back into a camel and trotted eagerly out of the garage door. Jet refused to travel by go-cart, so he spread his wings and flew after her. Bess turned the key and felt a thrill of excitement when her go-cart revved into life. The others did the same, and then one by one they drove out on to the track. Bess guessed she probably wasn’t going all that fast, but it felt really fast with the wind whipping through her hair. She laughed aloud as the cart flew along through the desert, her hands gripping tightly on the wheel.

The track wound and looped its way through the cactuses and salt pillars. They’d been going for about twenty minutes when they came across their first flamingos. Bess could immediately see why the salt flat regions were named after dances. They had clearly entered the can-can region. Before them, on a stage formed from salt, was a flock of flamingos. They were wearing elaborate frilly skirts and – improbably – dancing the can-can.

Frankie was already there, watching. It was one of the most absurd and ridiculous things Bess had ever seen. The flamingos didn’t seem to mean them any harm or even be aware of their presence, so the children couldn’t resist stopping their go-carts and watching the dance for a moment, laughing at the spectacle. The birds were dancing enthusiastically – long, pink legs kicking high in the air – with no musical accompaniment, which made the whole thing even more peculiar. But then, out of nowhere, Bess suddenly did hear music. It was very soft and didn’t seem to be coming from anywhere, but rather playing inside her own head. Something about it felt odd…wrong.

“How…how long have we been watching this dance?” she finally asked. The question was an effort, like trying to speak through glue. She couldn’t seem to tear her eyes from the flamingos.

“Can’t have been long,” Beau said, sounding a little slurred. “Couple of minutes?”

Louie glanced at his pocket watch. “We got here an hour ago!” he exclaimed in alarm.

“Impossible!” said Maria.

And yet…none of them wanted to look away from the spectacle. Bess couldn’t even glance at her friends. She wanted to, but she couldn’t bear to tear her eyes away from the pink birds. There was something spellbinding about their dance. The can-can music played on softly inside her head and she was rooted to the spot.

“I think… I think they’re doing something to us,” she said. “Hypnotising us or something. We ought to go.”

“You’re right,” Beau said.

But still, no one moved. Bess knew that she needed to stop looking at the flamingos, but she simply couldn’t. It was impossible to get her thoughts in order. Her feet ached, the salt flats seemed to spin, and she felt panicked at the knowledge that time was flashing past…

“Ouch!” Bess gave a yelp as something soft collided with her head.

She finally tore her eyes from the flamingos and looked down to see a puppet pigeon. It had a message in its beak and was hopping urgently from foot to foot, making frantic cooing sounds. Bess looked at her friends and saw they were all still transfixed by the flamingos, their faces clammy and eyes glazed. The pigeon fluttered up to collide with the side of Maria’s head. She gave an “Oof ! ” and staggered back a step. Then she shook herself and threw up her hands.

“Enough!” she cried. “Curtain down already!”

Sparks flashed between Maria’s fingers and then a fire curtain swept across the stage, hiding the flamingos from view. The music faded away at the same time. It was like waking up from a long sleep. Everyone was rubbing their eyes and trying to work out what was happening. Bess’s head felt like it was full of cotton wool, and she realised she was hungry too.

“The dance must be some kind of enchantment,” Maria said. “Once you start looking at them, you can’t stop.”

“We’ve been standing here for three hours!” Louie groaned, glancing at his watch.

“Three hours!” Beau sounded horrified.

It was no wonder she felt tired, shaky and hungry if they’d been standing there all that time. To make matters worse, Bess realised that the ground around them was littered with the bones of small creatures, from rabbits to scorpions. She guessed they must have stopped to look at the flamingos and never moved again.

“Let’s go!” Jet squawked. “The flamingos are coming.”

Indeed, one pink leg was already kicking out from behind the curtain. The children hurriedly piled back into their go-carts, Beau scooping up the puppet pigeon along the way. Frankie galloped off and then they were all racing after the camel. Before too long they came into the conga region, where another salt stage was set up exactly like the first. Bess saw the dancing flamingos out of the corner of her eye but this time she made sure to keep her gaze fixed straight ahead on the track.

They whizzed through the Morris dance region after that, followed by the tap-dancing one, with the volcanoes up ahead getting nearer and nearer. They were heading straight for the middle one – the largest and closest of the three. Even now, when Bess knew the danger, it was an effort not to turn and look at the flamingos as they passed. But at long last, they reached the end of the track and arrived at another go-cart garage. The volcanoes rumbled and grumbled in an ominous sort of way, but it was still a relief to finally leave the salt flats behind.
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Does everything want to kill us in this terrible place?” Beau muttered as they parked their go-carts inside the garage.

He took the message from the puppet pigeon and opened it. “The Train of Dark Wonders is here,” he told the others. “They want to know where to meet us.”

Frankie transformed back into a human, spitting out a few stray cactus spikes, while Bess and Beau studied the almanac map together. There were train tracks across the salt flats, but they ran out at the nearest volcano.

“The train will just have to go around,” Bess said. “There are tracks all the way to the forest. We can meet up with them there.”

“I’ll send a message back,” Beau said. He scribbled a note on the other side of the one the professor had sent and gave it to the pigeon. The bird spread its wings and flapped up into the air, disappearing into the night. It looked odd seeing such a plump puppet flying, but Bess guessed it was all part of the magic.

“It’s late,” Louie said. “We should make shelter here for the night.”

They all agreed this was a sensible plan. The garage not only had a roof but a selection of rock cakes too. They were piled up on a counter in one corner, amid spare wheels for the go-carts, a variety of tools and small high-vis jackets.

Frankie examined one of the jackets. “These look like they’d fit a kid who was, what, five or six? But we haven’t seen any children around. Do you think they could be hiding just out of sight, watching us?”

This was an unpleasant thought, especially when they were all about to settle down to sleep.

“I’ll put my fire lion on guard,” Maria said. “He’ll alert us if any tap-dancing flamingos, or worse, come wandering in while we’re trying to sleep. Did the almanac say anything about cursed children?”

“Yikes, that’s all we need,” Beau said. “I mean, I like weird and interesting stuff, but there’s a limit.”

“They might be children like us who came to visit and then got attacked by something that turned them into cursed versions of themselves?” Louie suggested. “A bit like when I got bitten by that werewolf in the Land of Moon Wolves.”

“Well, I don’t think there are any cursed children in the almanac,” Beau said. “But I guess we should take another look.”

They combed carefully through the pages, but there was no mention of children – cursed or otherwise.

“They make excellent rock cakes, whoever they are,” Frankie said, licking her fingers appreciatively. “And a creature that makes a good rock cake can’t be all that bad, in my experience.”

“I hope you’re right,” Beau grumbled.

He looked a bit fed up and tired, so Frankie handed him another rock cake.

“We’ll find your mum, Beau,” Bess said. “Don’t worry. If we can face zombie ducks, haunted lobsters, dread deer and encore flamingos and live to tell the tale, then I’m sure we can defeat the Grooms, whoever they are.”

She only hoped there might be a decent guard animal somewhere along the way too. She’d pretty much given up on finding a fire-breathing chicken by now.

Beau gave her a smile. “Thanks. I hope you’re right. My mum’s as tough as a pair of old boots and I never worried about her on any of her missions before, but…well, this land is extremely perilous. And I have a bad feeling about the Grooms.”

“Would you lot stop jibber-jabbering?” Jet snapped from his perch on one of the shelves. “Some of us are trying to get some shut-eye.”

“He’s right,” Louie said. “We should rest while we can.”

“No one minds if I turn into a ferret, do they?” Frankie said. “It’s my favourite animal for sleeping.”

“Is that because it’s closest to your true form?” Bess ventured.

“Nope. It’s because ferrets do the comfiest, cosiest sleeps. They sleep about eighteen hours a day, so I guess it makes sense that they’d be pretty good at it. The only other creature who’s that good at sleeping is Barbara and, well, it might give you all a bit of a shock if I turned into her.”

“What sort of creature is Barbara, exactly?” Bess asked. “Is she a type of octopus or…maybe a kraken? Professor Ash said it was hard to explain.”

“Indeed, yes,” Frankie replied. “Some creatures are hard to describe. Barbara isn’t a kraken. She’s the only one of her kind, as far as we know.”

Before Bess could ask any further questions, Frankie transformed into a ferret and curled up in a little ball. The children settled down on the garage floor, making themselves as comfortable as possible. The rumble of the volcanoes in the background wasn’t the most reassuring noise to fall asleep to. Bess kept waking up, wondering whether it was still night-time or whether they’d overslept, as the dark sky outside the window never changed. Eventually, Louie put his pocket watch up on a shelf so they could check the time. It didn’t make for the most restful night’s sleep, but at last morning arrived.

Bess had hoped that things might seem better with fresh eyes, but everyone seemed a bit quiet and on edge – except for Frankie, who was bounding about playfully in her ferret form. It didn’t help that it was still dark outside and none of them had slept very well on the hard garage floor, plus they were all sticky with salt and could desperately do with a shower.

Bleary-eyed, Louie went to fetch Penny’s picnic hamper for breakfast. As soon as he flipped open the lid, the delicious smell of bacon wafted through the room, considerably improving everyone’s mood. Nestled in the hamper was a round of hot bacon baps, along with bottles of freshly squeezed orange juice.

“Three cheers for Penny,” Louie said, toasting the others with his juice.

“It’s too much to ask for any sugared plums, I suppose?” Jet said in a grumpy tone.

“I’m afraid so,” Bess said. “Come on, you can share my bap.”

By the time they’d eaten, everyone was feeling a little more alert. Bess threw on her mirrored cloak and then they headed outside to look at the volcanoes before them. Bess thought there was something beautiful about the glowing red lava trailing slowly down the side of the nearest one, and the flurry of red sparks flying out from its crater and floating in the air around it. At least she thought they were red sparks to begin with, but when a couple of them fluttered closer she realised they were small fire beetles. Fortunately, the bugs seemed happy to keep themselves to themselves.

“Nightmare Forest is on the other side of that volcano,” Beau said. “Eventually. There’ll be a swamp to get through first.”

“What kind of swamp?” Maria asked.

“I don’t know. The almanac doesn’t say anything about it and the map just calls it a swamp. We need to find a way over the volcano to reach it.”

“That sounds complicated,” Maria said. “I don’t think climbing a volcano with your bare hands is exactly straightforward. Especially when there’s lava to avoid.”

“We could go around,” Louie suggested. “Obviously it’ll take longer, but what choice do we have?”

“Look,” Bess said, pointing. “There. That looks like a staircase carved into the rock.”

“At last, some luck,” Beau replied.

“What about the lava yaks?” Maria said.

“Remember they only come out when there’s a full-on eruption,” Beau said. “And the volcano would be making more noise if it was about to blow up. There are lava gogs living in there too, but they come and go as they please. The almanac says they’re one of the few things in this land that don’t want to kill us.”

“So what is a lava gog exactly?” Bess asked.

“Whoever wrote the entry in the almanac wasn’t great on detail.” Beau pulled the book from his bag and flicked to the correct page. “‘Lava gogs are one of the most common creatures in this land and hundreds of them have made their home in the volcanoes. They appear to be friendly enough fellows, always happy to greet visitors and show them around their world. Their guidance can be quite useful in navigating the more perilous areas. You can expect to be swamped by an enthusiastic greeting party of lava gogs the moment you reach the volcanoes.’”

“An enthusiastic greeting party would come in handy right now,” Maria said. “Is there a drawing to show what they look like?”

Beau shook his head as he put away the book. “Nope.”

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Louie put in. “If they’re friendly, then we shouldn’t have too much to worry about.”

They gathered up their belongings and began to climb. Jet and Cedric swooped off ahead, and Frankie transformed herself into a mountain goat. The steps cut into the volcano were neat and orderly, if a little on the shallow side. They came across more of the red boulders they’d seen elsewhere but were able to step over them fairly easily. It became warmer and warmer as they climbed, and Bess could feel the heat radiating off the lava. Smoke blew past them, along with flurries of fire beetles. They also saw the occasional red frog and newt, but there was no welcoming party of lava gogs.

“Perhaps they’ve moved on somewhere else or died out since the almanac entry,” Louie suggested.

They could hear frequent rumblings from inside the volcano and Bess found it hard not to be a little unnerved by the sound. They were getting quite high now too and the staircase didn’t have any railings. She would be relieved when they reached the other side. It was a long, difficult climb and they were about halfway up when Jet and Cedric came swooping back.

“The ninja train is at the top of the volcano,” Jet announced, landing on Bess’s shoulder. “The one I saw the dancers from the school on before.”

“But…there are no train tracks,” Bess said. “How can a train have possibly got to the top of the volcano without tracks?”

“All I know is it’s there,” Jet replied. “Perched a bit precariously on the edge.”

They all looked at Beau.

“I wouldn’t call it a ninja train exactly,” he said. “The students all know it as the Shadow Train. But I suppose it can do a few things most normal trains can’t.”

“No kidding,” Maria muttered.

“It’ll probably be long gone by the time we arrive,” Beau said.

It took them another hour to reach the top of the volcano. They couldn’t resist a careful peek over the side into the pit of lava below. It was a formidable sight – the hottest, brightest red Bess had ever seen, bubbling and spitting away. Strangely, there were walkways, platforms and bridges within the volcano, but Bess found it hard to imagine any creature brave enough to use them. The rotten eggs smell was stronger than ever, mixed with the scent of smoke and ash. They saw fire beetles fluttering about and a couple of small dragons paddling, but still no lava gogs – or yaks. There was no sign of the Shadow Train either.

“Perhaps it’s moved on,” Beau suggested.

They left the crater behind and followed the path to the other side of the volcano, where a set of steps led down. And there, a little way down and clinging to the edge, was the Shadow Train. It was streaked with salt and ash, but Bess could still just make out the swan emblem on the side. Unlike the Train of Dark Wonders, this train didn’t have a funnel but was sleek and bullet shaped. Bess got the sense that it could go really fast if it needed to.

Beau rolled his eyes in irritation. “It’s blocking the steps. I’ll get them to move it.”

“There was no one in it when I looked,” Jet said.

“Then we’ll have to climb through,” Beau said with a sigh.

“Are ordinary people allowed on board a secret ninja train?” Maria asked.

“Not usually,” Beau admitted. “But if they’re going to leave their train lying about, they can’t complain if people come inside. Come on. Just, um, keep your wits about you.”

Bess felt curiosity and a tinge of nerves as they made their way down the volcano towards the train, all of them wondering what Beau might have meant by his warning.
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The children were unsurprised to find that the train’s doors were all locked.

“How good at lock-picking are you exactly?” Beau asked, turning to Bess.

“Pops said I was the best he’d ever come across.”

“Well, that’s good because you’ll have to be the best to break into the Shadow Train.”

Bess’s lock-picking kit was already in her hand. During their last adventure she’d longed for the opportunity to show off her skill, but there had never been the right time. She was pleased to have the chance at last, although she quickly realised that this was the most complicated lock she’d ever come across. She’d always been able to crack a lock within five minutes, but twice that amount of time had passed now and she still hadn’t managed it.

Her friends stayed quiet, giving her space to work, but she couldn’t help being uncomfortably aware of them all waiting and watching. It wasn’t helped by the fact that Jet had no such qualms about offering advice, despite knowing nothing whatsoever about lock-picking.

Finally, Maria cleared her throat. “Perhaps Frankie could change from a mountain goat into a worm,” she suggested. “Then she could wriggle her way through the keyhole and open the door for us once she’s on the other side?”

“I don’t think that would work,” Beau said. “It’s locked, not bolted. You’d still need the key to open it from the inside.”

“I’m almost there,” Bess said, not tearing her eyes from the lock. “Just give me a minute.”

Drops of sweat began to form at her hairline, but she carried on working. Moments later, she was rewarded with the soft, satisfying click she’d been waiting for.

“Aha!” she exclaimed triumphantly.

She yanked open the door at the same time that Beau cried, “Wait!”

But it was too late to stop the lethal throwing star that shot through the doorway, each blade razor-sharp. Fortunately, Bess was still bent over the lock, so it flew over her head. With amazing agility, Beau plucked it straight from the air before it could impale anyone.

“That’s some trick,” Maria said admiringly.

“Thanks.” Beau slipped the star into his pocket. “The expert dancers are very possessive about their train so, um, you should expect booby traps at every turn. Make sure you stay behind me.”

He climbed aboard and the others followed, Frankie coming last, still in goat form. Bess wasn’t quite sure what to expect from a shadow/ninja/spy/ballet train, but probably something a bit sombre and spartan. A secret spy train didn’t seem like the sort of place that would go in for a lot of comfy chairs and padded cushions – she’d thought it would probably resemble a prison cell more than anything. She certainly wasn’t expecting the train to be quite so…sparkly.

“It’s like a ballerina’s dressing room!” Maria exclaimed, staring around the carriage in wonder.

It had elegant black-and-white striped wallpaper and large mirrors in golden frames surrounded by lights. There were black tutus, workout clothing and beautiful silk dressing gowns neatly hanging from rails at one side. Ballet shoes with long, dark ribbons dangled from hooks and a dressing table was scattered with hair pins and make-up and a single red rose. A little shelf held a collection of small elephant ornaments.

Beau saw them and winced. “We’re in Ava’s carriage. She doesn’t go anywhere without her lucky elephants.”

“Who’s Ava?” Louie asked.

“She’s… Well, she’s an immensely talented dancer – top of our class and my friend. She—”

“Wrong on both counts.”

They spun round to see a girl their age standing in the doorway to the carriage. She wore a black tracksuit with ballet shoes. Her strawberry-blonde hair was drawn back in a neat bun and anger glittered in her green eyes as she gazed at Beau.

“You were top of our class and clearly we were never friends,” she said. “If we were, then you wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye.”

Beau shuffled in a guilty sort of way. “I wrote you a letter,” he said, “explaining—”

“It wasn’t enough,” Ava said sharply. “You should have told me yourself that you were leaving.”

“I know,” Beau said quietly. “And I’m sorry. I just… I saw my chance to leave and I had to take it. I just had to.”

“Whatever,” Ava replied. “It’s your life. All I care about is what you’re all doing in my carriage. There are traps everywhere, you know. It’s lucky no one has been impaled already. I’m guessing your new friends aren’t…ballet trained. And why the heck have you brought a blue goat and why is it wearing clothes? This is weird, even for you.”

Beau glanced at them and Bess got the feeling he was trying to decide whether he ought to make introductions or not. While he was still dithering, Louie offered Ava a smile. “I’m Louie,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Bess and Maria gave their names too.

“The goat isn’t really a goat,” Louie added. “That’s Frankie.”

“Okay.” Ava’s arms were still folded across her chest and her expression was anything but welcoming. “Well, is someone going to stop her from eating my dressing gown?”

Beau groaned as he realised that Frankie was indeed nibbling at a silk sleeve. He nudged her away. “We only came inside because the Shadow Train is parked right across the path,” he said. “We need to get down the volcano.”

“What are you even doing here?” Ava asked. “Your mum told you to go home.”

“Yeah, well, you already know I hardly ever do what Mum tells me to. I’m rescuing her whether she likes it or not. Since we’re here, we may as well share our knowledge. What do you know about the Grooms? Are you headed for the…”

But Ava was already shaking her head. “Your mum doesn’t need you and neither do we. We’ve got the matter in hand. You can go home.”

“Fine. Have it your way. But I’m not leaving,” Beau said stubbornly. “Can we pass through your carriage or not?”

Ava shrugged. “Who’s stopping you?”

Beau glanced at Bess and the others. “Stay back for a second and I’ll deactivate the traps.”

“You don’t know where they are,” Ava said.

Beau started to walk through the carriage. The next few moments were a bit of a blur. There were soft clicks, whirs and snaps as darts and blades shot out from various corners. Beau somersaulted, ducked and dived, landing in a crouch at the opposite doorway with an armful of blades.

“Show-off,” Ava muttered.

Beau set down the weapons carefully and then beckoned to the others. “It’s safe now,” he said. Then he glanced at Ava one last time. “I really am sorry.”

He leaped out of the door and the others followed. The carriage door slammed shut behind them.

“Sorry about that,” Beau grunted as they continued down the steps.

They could see the swamp stretched out below them now – an expanse of murky green water with shaggy-looking trees growing out of it. Their leaves provided such a thick canopy that it was impossible to see much of anything.

“What are you sorry for?” Louie asked.

“Just, you know.” Beau waved a hand back towards the train. Then he sighed. “I’m not even sure what I’m trying to say. I guess I’m just a bit embarrassed and…ashamed. Ava’s right – I wasn’t a good friend and I hate that. At the time I didn’t know what else to do. But I don’t… I really don’t want you three to think any less of me. Although after what Ava said, I’ll understand if you do.”

Louie gave Beau’s shoulder a squeeze. “I don’t think less of you. You’re one of the best friends I’ve ever had. People change. I’m not going to judge you for stuff you did before we even met.”

“Louie’s right,” Bess said. “Everyone makes mistakes and it’s hard to get friendships right sometimes. But Ava is here. Perhaps you can mend things with her.”

“I think it’s probably too late for that,” Beau said sadly.

“Maybe,” Maria said. “Maybe not. It doesn’t hurt to try though, right? And for the record, I think you’re excellent friend material. Perhaps we should put our heads together and try to come up with some way you can make it up to Ava. Have you thought about creating a puppet for her?”

“Thanks, Maria, but I don’t think a puppet is going to be enough.”

“Perhaps not an ordinary puppet,” Maria conceded. “But one of your fantastic magical puppets might be a start. If we ever fell out, I know a magical puppet of my own would go quite a long way towards persuading me to forgive you. And if that ever happens, then, for the record, I’d like a yeti as my apology puppet.”

“Noted,” Beau replied.

They picked their way down the volcano, Frankie bounding ahead nimbly on her goat hooves. The swamp lapped right up to the edge of the volcano, and they were forced to stop at the bottom of the steps, where a narrow path ran around the base of the volcano. From there, Bess could now see through the half-submerged trees. It was dark and murky in the swamp, but she could make out the golden glint of frogs and the slithering shape of snakes coiling around branches.

“Any ideas for how we find our way across?” Maria asked.

They looked dubiously at the water. There was no way of knowing how deep it might be and no one much fancied swimming in a land of cursed creatures, especially not after their experience in the River of Haunted Lobsters.

“There’s bound to be leeches and alligators and worse,” Beau said.

Frankie must have been thinking the same thing because, rather than changing back into a human, she transformed into a bright blue alligator and slid into the water without leaving a single ripple.

“I hope she’s coming back.” Louie looked a little worried. “Sometimes if she’s been in an animal form for too long, she starts to forget who she is.”

“I’m sure she’s just checking out the swamp to see what we’re up against,” Maria said. “She’ll be back in a minute.”

The swamp stretched out endlessly before them and they knew from the map that it covered a large area. There was no way of going around it or over it. But then Bess spotted something.

“What’s that over there?” she said. “It looks like a small pier.”

They followed the path to the spot Bess had seen. It was indeed a pier, with a rather unusual boat moored to the post.

“Looks like we’ve found a way to cross the swamp,” Maria said with a grin.
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The wooden boat was slender with a square sail and reminded Bess of a project she’d once done at school about the Vikings and their longboats. This vessel had a tall, curved prow featuring a fearsome figurehead in the shape of a snarling seahorse. Like the trains and the go-carts, the boat looked as if it had been designed for small children. There were eight benches and eight little sets of oars. There wasn’t a breath of wind, meaning they’d have to row. Bess and her friends climbed into the longboat and spread out as evenly as possible. Jet flew up to perch upon the figurehead, looking very pleased with himself.

“I’ve never been on a boat like this before,” Bess said, reaching for a set of oars. “I’m not exactly sure what to do.”

“It can’t be that difficult,” Beau replied. “I guess we all just pull in the same direction and try to find a way through the swamp. With any luck, we might make it out the other side without anyone getting their heads bitten off.”

“YOU WILL NOT SAIL THROUGH THE SWAMP,” a voice suddenly boomed through the air. “YOU WILL SAIL ONLY TO YOUR DOOM.”

Jet took to the sky with a startled squawk and Bess realised that the voice had come from the figurehead. The seahorse curled its neck around to stare at the children, blinking its huge eyes in a cold and furious way.

“Oh. Hello.” Maria laid down her oars. “We’re very sorry. We didn’t realise that you were, um, alive.”

“ALL BOATS ARE ALIVE,” the figurehead snarled. “SOME MORE THAN OTHERS.”

“You must think we’re very rude, but it’s just that we’ve never met a talking boat before,” Louie tried to explain.

“We would really appreciate it if you could help us get through the swamp,” Beau said. “We need to—”

“HOW DARE YOU GIVE ME ORDERS! ” the boat thundered. “I SERVE THE LAVA GOGS AND THE LAVA GOGS ALONE. WHAT HAVE YOU DONE WITH THEM? ”

Bess frowned as Jet swooped back on to her shoulder. “What have we done with them? We haven’t even seen a lava gog since we got here.”

“LIES! ” the boat replied. “THE LAVA GOGS ARE EVERYWHERE. YOU CANNOT HELP BUT SEE THEM. I KNOW WHO YOU ARE. YOU MAY THINK I KNOW NOTHING, LIVING HERE IN THE SWAMP, BUT I’VE HEARD MUTTERINGS FROM THE BIRDS. THEY SPOKE OF THE GROOMS WHO’D ARRIVED IN OUR LAND AND PUT THE LAVA GOGS TO SLEEP. I MUST SAY I EXPECTED YOU TO BE LARGER AND MORE FEARSOME. YOU WILL WAKE THE LAVA GOGS UP AT ONCE OR YOU WILL MEET YOUR FATE IN THE DEPTHS OF A WATERY GRAVE.”

“Wait,” Beau said. “Are you saying that the Grooms aren’t part of this world?”

“OF COURSE THEY ARE NOT! ” the boat thundered. “THE LAND OF CURSED CREATURES IS A PLACE OF SANCTUARY. SOMEWHERE ANIMALS CAN ROAM FREE NO MATTER HOW CURSED THEY MAY BE. THE LAVA GOGS WELCOME EVERYONE. OR THEY DID UNTIL YOU GROOMS CAME ALONG.”

“We’re not the Grooms,” Bess said, confused. “We followed the Grooms here because they kidnapped someone from our world and we’re trying to get her back.”

“That’s right. We’re just here to rescue my mum,” Beau said. “We don’t like the Grooms any more than you do.”

The boat was silent for a moment. “YOU MEAN YOU’RE NOT THE GROOMS? ”

Beau sighed. “That’s exactly what we mean.”

“PROVE IT.”

“How?” Louie asked.

“I’VE HEARD IT SAID THAT THE GROOMS CANNOT TOUCH WATER,” the boat said. “PUT YOUR HANDS IN THE SWAMP.”

“But it’s full of alligators and leeches, or worse!” Beau said.

“PROVE YOU ARE WHO YOU SAY YOU ARE, OR I WILL TAKE YOU NOWHERE EXCEPT—”

“A watery grave, yes, yes,” Beau said.

He sighed again then reached over to dangle his fingers in the water. The others did the same. Bess had expected the swamp to be cold, but instead it was strangely warm and very slimy.

“Happy?” Maria said.

They were just pulling their hands back when an alligator erupted out of the water in a shower of swamp sludge. The children yelled and threw themselves back. The alligator landed in the boat beside them with much growling and snapping of jaws. It was a massive creature – easily three and a half metres long – with gleaming rows of terrifying teeth. It was also bright blue and wearing clothing. Louie snatched up one of the oars and bopped the creature hard on the nose. The alligator shook its head in a confused way, then disappeared into a blue mist.

“There was no need for that,” Frankie said indignantly, back in human form. “I just forgot for a second that I was an alligator and was trying to talk to you in gator speak. I was telling you that the swamp is full of all sorts of deadly creatures, so swimming is out of the question. But I see you found transportation anyway.” She gestured at the boat. “How fascinating. Hello, I’m Frankie.”

“POGO,” the boat replied. “GROOMS CANNOT TOUCH WATER SO YOU MUST BE TELLING THE TRUTH. I WILL TAKE YOU THROUGH THE SWAMP IF YOU PROMISE TO HELP THE LAVA GOGS.”

“We will if we can, but no promises,” Beau said. “We’ve got enough on our plate right now without worrying about lava gogs too. Plus we don’t want to be stuck here when the door back to our world closes the day after tomorrow.”

“I ONLY ASK THAT YOU TRY,” Pogo said. “IF YOU DON’T PERISH FIRST, THAT IS. THERE ARE MANY DANGERS HERE. ESPECIALLY WITH ALL THE SWAMP BEARS.”

“Swamp bears?” Beau groaned. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“Never mind the swamp bears,” Frankie replied. “I’m more worried about the vampire shrimps, the chilli mosquitoes and the dynamite frogs. To say nothing of the headless horseman who apparently guards the swamp.”

“A headless horseman!” Bess exclaimed. “How wonderful!”

There’d once been an exhibition at the Odditorium about the headless horseman of Sleepy Hollow and Bess had been fascinated by it. She couldn’t help thinking it would be thrilling to catch sight of a real headless horseman.

“ACTUALLY, SHE’S A HEADLESS HORSEWOMAN,” Pogo said. “AND YOU’D BEST PRAY YOU NEVER CROSS PATHS WITH HER.”

“What about fire-breathing chickens?” Bess asked hopefully. “Are there any of those in the swamp?”

Pogo raised both wooden eyebrows. “FIRE-BREATHING CHICKENS? ” he repeated. “ISN’T THAT A BIT FAR-FETCHED? ”

Bess sighed. It was really starting to seem as if there’d never been any such creature. “How long will it take us to sail to the other side of the swamp?” she asked.

“AN HOUR OR SO,” the boat replied. “IF WE DON’T RUN INTO ANY TROUBLE ALONG THE WAY.”

Pogo turned to face ahead once more and then the longboat started moving forwards, gliding elegantly through the water.

“What are our chances of crossing the swamp without running into any trouble along the way, do you think?” Louie asked.

“PRACTICALLY ZERO,” Pogo said. “THEY DON’T CALL THIS THE SWAMP OF PERIL FOR NOTHING.”

Dark green moss hung from the branches of the trees and it was almost impossible to see the water in places thanks to all the pondweed floating on top. The swamp was a noisy place too, full of strange chirps, warbles and chitters. When Bess peered up into the dark canopy of the trees, she saw wings flitting about, the bushy tails of squirrel-like creatures and the pulsing light of glow-worms. Jet nestled into her more closely and seemed reluctant to go anywhere near the trees.

“EVEN THE LAVA GOGS DON’T PASS THIS WAY TOO OFTEN,” Pogo said. “A DYNAMITE FROG IS ONE OF THE FEW CREATURES THAT CAN HURT A LAVA GOG.”

“What is a lava gog?” Maria asked. “There isn’t a description in our almanac. Are they the creatures who built the go-carts and—”

“NO MORE TALKING,” Pogo ordered. “EVEN THE TREES HAVE EARS.”

The group fell silent. Bess assumed the comment about the trees was just a figure of speech, but then a short while later they glided past a tree that really did have ears – dozens of them. Bess had thought they were mushrooms at first, growing right out of the tree trunk, pale and soft. But then they got closer and she realised with a shudder that they looked like human ears, all quivering slightly as they passed by.

Bess longed to pluck one of the ears for the Odditorium, but she also knew better than to take something that didn’t belong to her, plus she’d hate to hurt the tree. She was concerned about the lack of fire-breathing chickens, though. None of the other creatures they’d come across in this land so far had been suitable guard animals. Even if she was prepared to take a creature back without permission, she couldn’t possibly have something as dangerous as a zombie duck roaming free in the tunnels. It would only be a matter of time until it somehow found its way up into the Odditorium, and then there’d be no end to the complaints and one-star reviews.

Bess felt a surge of worry at the thought of the gate being left unguarded, but there was no time to dwell on it because, just then, a large, bulbous frog leaped up out of the water and landed on one of the oars with a croak. Aside from its bigger than average size, it looked ordinary enough, but Frankie sprung to her feet with lightning speed, grabbed the frog by its back toes and flung it as far as she could into the swamp.
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Before Bess could ask what she was doing, there was a KA-POW! and the bright light of an explosion. Bits of branch and leaves were blasted into the air, along with a wave of swamp slime.

“Let me guess,” Beau said in a low voice. “That was a dynamite frog.”

“Yep.” Frankie looked grim. “They explode at random moments, without warning.”

Now that she was listening out for it, Bess realised that she could hear other explosions from within the swamp, like fireworks going off.

“That’s why so many of the trees are covered in frog guts,” Frankie whispered.

“I thought that was lichen!” Maria exclaimed. “Gross!”

“UH-OH,” Pogo suddenly said.

“What is it?” Louie asked quietly.

“DANGER UP AHEAD,” the longboat replied grimly.
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Bess strained her eyes through the gloom, wondering what might be awaiting them in the murky water. Disconcertingly, everything else in the swamp appeared to sense the danger too. The chitters, squawks, scuffles and ribbits all stopped, replaced with an eerie quiet. Even more alarmingly, Pogo began to tremble. Bess could feel the longboat shaking from prow to stern.

This part of the swamp seemed darker somehow – an inky, smothering sort of darkness that made it impossible to see much at all. She could still smell the dank water and the moss, but it was difficult to make out what was real and what was merely shadows. Then, all of a sudden, Pogo turned round and began sailing back the way they’d come.

“Hey!” Beau whispered. “What are you doing? We need to get to the other side of the—”

“BE SILENT OR I WILL TIP YOU INTO THE WATER AND LEAVE YOU FOR DEAD! ” Pogo hissed.

At least, Bess sensed that he was trying to hiss, but it still came out as a bellow. All the same, there was unmistakeable fear in Pogo’s voice. Bess felt the hairs on her arms stand up on end and glanced at the others helplessly. Beau scowled and snatched up the oars, looking as if he intended to try to row against the boat’s wishes. But Louie shook his head and Bess didn’t think it was likely to work anyway. Before anyone could speak there came an echoey yet distinctive sound – the clip-clop, clip-clop of hooves, followed by the snort of a horse.

The noise seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once. It was as if the horse was looming right over Bess’s shoulder, but when she turned round, she couldn’t see anything. Nevertheless, she remembered what Pogo had said about a headless horsewoman and couldn’t help a shiver of apprehension along with a tiny thrill of excitement. Her eyes strained through the gloom, half longing and half dreading to catch such a fearsome sight. But then she realised that Pogo had increased his speed and felt a flash of dismay. If he took them back to the base of the volcano, they would have lost serious time. They had no other way of travelling across the swamp either. They couldn’t afford to turn back now, not when they were so close…

Maria looked at Beau. “Can your magician make that paper staircase again,” she whispered, “like in the Land of Halloween Sweets?” Beau’s puppet magician could perform all kinds of paper magic, including creating paper staircases strong enough to hold their weight.

Beau nodded. “Yes, but how will that help?”

He yanked the puppet from his pocket. It was wearing the same suit and top hat Bess remembered and had black felt hair that stuck out in all directions, much like Beau’s.

“Just tell him to act quickly,” Maria replied. “Pogo isn’t going to like this.”

Maria raised her hands, and sparks flew between her fingertips. Cedric dived from her shoulder to flutter about in the embers, helping her to focus her magic. Bess held her breath, waiting for a dazzling solution to their problem. But then Maria’s fire magic flew from her hands to form – quite unexpectedly – a spanner. Bess frowned, wondering what use this could be. Unfortunately, Maria seemed just as nonplussed.

“No, no,” she muttered. “Not that!”

The spanner dissolved in a shower of sparks. Maria frowned as she concentrated…only to produce a candlestick instead.

“Urgh!” she groaned. “We shouldn’t have played Cluedo.”

“WHATEVER YOU’RE DOING, STOP IT! ” Pogo ordered frantically. “YOU’RE DRAWING HER ATTENTION TO US! ”

“I’ve almost got it!” Maria exclaimed. She raised her hands once more, Cedric swooped between her palms and this time, at last, a long, glowing coil of fire rope materialised. She hurled this towards the nearest tree. The rope wound round and round the trunk, but there was no smell of smouldering wood or flash of flame. Bess knew from seeing Maria work her magic before that her fire didn’t always burn to the touch. The tree seemed quite unharmed, even when the rope pulled taut, tethering the longboat and preventing it from sailing any further.

Pogo let out a screech of protest, but Beau was ready with his puppet. The magician was already waving its felt hands to create a paper staircase that unfolded over and over again as it travelled up into the boughs of the tree.

The friends raced to climb it. As she put her foot on the first step, Bess could have sworn she felt the warm puff of a horse’s breath on the back of her neck.

“Don’t look back!” Jet squeaked.

There was no time, even if she wanted to. Bess and the others raced up the paper staircase. As soon as they reached the first branch, Maria snapped her fingers to dissolve the fire rope, allowing Pogo to sail to safety.

“DOOMED,” he muttered as he sailed swiftly away. “THEY’RE ALL DOOMED.”

Within moments, the longboat was gone and the children were left alone in the tree. They peered down at the water and, for a few terrifying seconds, Bess clearly saw the outline of a headless horsewoman poised beneath them. The horse was a silver, ghostly creature, and the horsewoman astride it wore a long, flowing cloak, fastened with a jewelled brooch at her collarbone. The cloak rippled and blew out behind her, even though there was no breeze. The horse raised its head and sniffed the air as if searching for prey.

Bess felt an icy flood of fear, but the next instant the headless woman and her horse were gone, melted away into the mist. Then all the sounds of the swamp flooded back as everything came to life once more. The air was full of chitters, chirps and the noise of the occasional exploding frog. The children and Frankie breathed a sigh of relief and slumped back on the branch.

“How is it that you can create a fire lion more easily than a fire rope?” Beau grumbled, looking at Maria.

“I’ve had lots of practice with the fire lion. I’ve had almost none with the rope. Ropes are boring.”

“That was good thinking,” Louie murmured. “Now what?”

“Now it’s someone else’s turn to come up with a stunning plan,” Maria replied.

“What?” Beau looked aghast. “You mean you don’t have a plan to carry on through the swamp?”

Maria looked cross. “We’re a smart and resourceful bunch, aren’t we? Surely between us we can manage to travel through the trees to the other side.”

“It’s a gamble,” Louie said quietly. “We don’t know for sure that we’ll be able to get all the way across using the treetops.”

“There must be a way,” Bess said. “Better this than to be back where we started.”

“Thank you,” Maria said, giving Bess a grateful look.

“I could turn into a monkey and swing through the branches, but that doesn’t help all of you,” Frankie said. She glanced at Beau. “Perhaps that magician of yours could make bridges between the trees?”

But Beau was already shaking his head. “It won’t work,” he said. “It needs to be a staircase to support our weight. Constructed the right way, paper steps can be very strong, but there’s no way he can make a paper bridge that will support us.”

“Maybe he won’t have to.” Bess pointed up. “What’s that there? It looks like a rope bridge.”

The others turned to follow her gaze and, sure enough, a few metres above them in the tree, a rope bridge stretched out over the swamp to the next tree.

“Will it take our weight?” Louie said doubtfully.

“There’s only one way to find out,” Frankie said. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll find my own way across. Good luck, chaps!”

She transformed into a bright-eyed fluffball of a bird and flapped off towards the other tree. The children made their way up to the rope bridge, climbing several branches higher to get to it. The tree had some golden mushrooms growing on it that gave off a faint, sparkling light, making it easier for them to see their way. Before long, the children were gathered on the branch by the bridge.

“It looks fairly sturdy,” Maria said. “At least, as sturdy as a rope bridge is ever likely to be. Hopefully it’s safe.”

She was right, but Bess could tell that it would still swing alarmingly beneath their weight as soon as they started to cross.

“I’ll go first,” Beau said, and stepped out on to the planks of the bridge.
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They decided to cross the rope bridge one at a time to keep the load on it as light as possible.

“There are more bridges,” Beau called over once he’d reached the other side. “I can see them going through the treetops.”

Maria went next, then Louie, leaving Bess to follow last. She took a deep breath before stepping on to the bridge. She knew it would swing beneath her, as she’d watched that happen with the others, but it was disconcerting even so. It felt as if she might plummet into the swamp at any moment. Her hands gripped the ropes on either side so tightly that her knuckles turned white as she inched her way across.

“You’re doing great,” Maria called encouragingly.

Bess kept her gaze focused on her friends and tried to avoid looking down at the water. She was about halfway across when it occurred to her to wonder who had built it in the first place and what kind of creature might be living up here in the treetops. Then a shadow stirred in the branches above her friends’ heads and Bess gasped.

“Behind you!” she exclaimed. “There’s a bear!”

Her friends spun round as quickly as they could without losing their balance. Maria had her hands raised ready to unleash her fire magic, Beau was reaching into his coat for a puppet and Louie searched for his gobstopper. But then they all paused. There was a bear in the branches above them, but it was nothing like what they’d imagined a cursed swamp bear to be.

Bess had expected something fearsome and deadly, but the swamp bear looked cute and cuddly and was clearly some sort of panda. It had the same black ears, black eye patches and big fluffy tummy but was smaller than a regular panda, more like a cub. It bumbled about on the branch above until it tipped over, hanging upside down and staring at them curiously.

Louie cleared his throat. “Hello,” he said gently. “Sorry if we disturbed you. We’re just trying to get to the other side of— Oh!”

He broke off in surprise as the panda suddenly swung down from the tree and landed on top of him. The impact would have knocked him off the branch if it weren’t for Beau quickly grabbing his sleeve. The panda wrapped its stubby arms and legs tightly around Louie’s waist in a hug. It didn’t look as if it was going to bite or scratch. In fact, it looked thoroughly chuffed to be having a cuddle and started making a low, grumbly sort of growl that sounded a bit like a purr. Bess hurried the rest of the way across the bridge to join her friends and they spent a few moments talking to the panda and stroking it. It was difficult not to be charmed by something so fluffy and friendly.

“Can we get on with the business at hand?” Jet grumbled from the branch above. “We’ve more important things to be doing than panda-cuddling.”

The children conceded that Jet was right. Still in her bird form, Frankie was hopping about impatiently on the branch beside him.
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“Sorry, little guy,” Louie said. “But we need to be on our way.”

He tried to prise the panda from around his waist, but this was when they discovered that it had a surprisingly strong grip. It was rather like a vice, and when the others went to help, they found that they couldn’t move the panda’s arms or legs even a little bit.

“This is ridiculous!” Beau exclaimed. “There’s got to be some way to get it off.”

“We could try offering it some food?” Bess suggested.

They dug out Penny’s picnic hamper. The basket seemed to sense that its contents were being offered to a panda, as when the children opened it, they found it full of bamboo. But no matter how much they waved it temptingly under the panda’s nose, it refused to release Louie.

“Try turning into a wolf,” Maria told him.

“But that might scare it,” Louie protested.

“Well, tough. It should’ve thought of that before it clamped on to you,” Beau pointed out.

Louie sighed and reached for his pocket, but the panda was in the way. “I can’t get to the ghostly gobstopper,” he said. “The panda’s clamped over my pocket. I’ll just have to carry it. It’ll get bored after a while and let go.”

It wasn’t an ideal solution. It was going to be physically challenging for Louie to travel over the swamp by treetop, with all the climbing and tiptoeing over swaying bridges. Carrying a panda was bound to make these activities harder, but they didn’t have much choice.

“Come on then,” Beau sighed. “The sooner we get out of here, the better.”

The next rope bridge was quite a bit higher than the last one, so the children had to climb to reach it. The bridge after that was lower, and so the pattern continued. Louie was red-faced and sweating as they climbed up and down the trees in their search for bridges. There always seemed to be one, though, and in this way they managed to move across the swamp.

They’d been travelling like this for a while when Maria spoke. “We’re nearly halfway through.”

“The swamp?” Beau replied.

“No, I mean halfway through our time in this land. We’ve been here nearly two days and the gateway closes in two days. So if we’re going to make it, we need to rescue Madam Blythe by sunset and be on our way.”

They all fell quiet as they considered this.

“We won’t waste time in the Encore Flamingo Salt Flats now that we know not to look at the dancing,” Bess pointed out. “That will buy us a bit of time.”

“And the Train of Dark Wonders will catch us up,” Louie said. “So we won’t have to travel back on foot— Oof ! ”

He broke off as a rather hassled-looking puppet pigeon crashed down out of the trees and landed on his head. The message clutched in its beak did not bring good news.

“The Train of Dark Wonders has been waylaid,” Louie told them. “Something about cursed clams. Dad says they’ve almost got it sorted but it’s going to put them a few hours behind.”

Beau sighed. “Here we are battling headless horsewomen and they’re mucking about with clams of all things. I mean, how tricky can a clam really be?”

“Well, they’re sure to catch us up before long,” Louie replied. “I’ll update them with our location.”

He scribbled a quick note on the back of the letter and the pigeon fluttered off, looking relieved to be free of the swamp. The children continued on their way, but soon they came across another bear. This one clamped itself around Maria’s leg before she could stop it. As with Louie, they couldn’t persuade the creature to let go. It clung tight, gazing up at Maria adoringly with its deep brown eyes.

More swamp bears followed in quick succession. Within an hour, all the children were carrying them. Bess had one clinging to her back like a koala, while Beau had a bear on each of his legs. It made climbing very slow going and the children were sweating and out of breath. Jet and Frankie had tried pecking the bears, but this had no effect whatsoever.

“This is no good,” Beau exclaimed. “There’s got to be some way of getting them off.”

“Why don’t you use your Pied Piper puppet?” Bess asked. The panda on her back was starting to feel very heavy and she brightened at the thought of an easy solution. Indeed, she wondered why Beau hadn’t suggested it before. Unlike Louie, he could still reach his pockets because his bears were on his legs. But he shook his head.

“Each pipe only has one song in it. If the piper plays it for the swamp bears, then I won’t be able to use it on the Grooms.”

“Can’t you just make another pipe?” Maria asked.

“In case you hadn’t noticed, I don’t have my workshop with me,” Beau replied. “Making highly magical musical instruments is difficult, you know. I can’t just chisel one out of any passing acorn I pick up.”

“All right,” Maria said. “No need to get tetchy.”

“We need to be firm with them,” Beau said. “So that they know we’re serious.” He looked down at the bears wrapped around his legs. “Right, you two,” he said. “You’ve had your cuddle, but now it’s time to go home. Come on, I mean it. Off you go. Scat!”

The bears remained right where they were, still grumbling in sleepy contentment. In fact, one of the bears on Beau’s legs seemed to have gone to sleep. Beau sighed. Before anyone could come up with any more bright ideas, there was a loud scuffling from above. The children looked up. To their horror they saw dozens and dozens of swamp bears bumbling their way down the branches towards them with a terrible eagerness.

“Oh no!” Maria exclaimed. “I’m sorry to do this, but…”

She raised her hands and conjured her fire lion. The big cat perched on the branch, its great mane blazing and dancing with orange flames. It looked right at the approaching bears and let out a roar of warning. Most creatures who came across Maria’s impressive lion were awestruck as well as scared, but the swamp bears didn’t seem the least bit perturbed. Bess supposed that they lived with far worse in the swamps, what with the vampire shrimps, the dynamite frogs and the headless horsewoman. They didn’t slow down at all as they gambolled towards them, and when they reached the lion, they just rolled around the branch to clamber along underneath instead.

“Let’s get out of here!” Louie cried.

The group hurried on to the next rope bridge. There was no time to go single file so they tumbled on together, weighed down by their bears. The pursuing bears caught up before they were even halfway across, colliding with them in one big, fluffy rugby tackle. The children were all knocked flat and they winced as the rope bridge swayed and creaked alarmingly beneath them. It was an especially long bridge, with the swamp spreading green and gloopy below. For some reason, the water here was bubbling.

Bess found herself staring through the wooden slats at the swamp, trying to catch her breath. She was lying face down, so it was impossible to tell how many bears had piled on top of her, but it certainly felt like a lot. She couldn’t even raise her head because there was a bear on her shoulders, and struggling to her feet was out of the question as the animals were far too heavy. She was pinned and rather squashed. From what she could tell, her friends were all in the same position. She could just about see Maria’s arm sticking out from a swamp bear pile, along with Beau’s foot.

In the branches above, Frankie must have transformed back into a person. “Beau!” they heard her call down anxiously. “Stop messing about and use that Pied Piper puppet! If you don’t, then one of you is bound to suffocate in that hug, or else the bridge will snap and you’ll all plummet into the swamp. And there are piranhas down there, going frantic over some poor squirrel or something that just fell in, so you really don’t want to pick this particular spot for a swim.”

Bess looked back down through the gaps in the wooden boards and, to her dismay, realised that the bubbling she’d noticed earlier was actually the frenzied splashing of piranhas, their sharp teeth gleaming in the mushroom-light. Frankie was right – it was time to use the piper puppet. They’d just need to figure out something else for the Grooms.

But then Beau groaned. “I dropped it! I was pulling it from my pocket as we ran on to the bridge. It fell over the side when the bears collided with me. That’s what the piranhas are going crazy over. The puppet will have been ripped to shreds by now.”

There was silence for a moment as everyone took this in. And then the entire bridge jerked as somewhere along its length a rope snapped.
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Everyone shrieked as the bridge dropped a small way, swaying alarmingly. Bess tried to struggle to her feet, but it was impossible beneath the weight of the bears. The fire lion had padded after them and hesitantly raised a paw, ready to start swiping at the bears.

“Don’t!” Maria cried, panicked. “The ropes might snap if the bridge starts swinging around.”

She snapped her fingers to dismiss the lion and it scattered into sparks.

“These stupid bears!” Beau said. “Don’t they understand that the whole bridge is going to collapse and they’ll be gobbled up by the piranhas too?”

“I guess they’re not the most forward-thinking of creatures,” Frankie said. “I think our best bet is for me to change to a bird again and fly back to the ninja train. If it’s still there, I can ask them to come and help.”

“Don’t even think about it!” Beau exclaimed. “I will never live it down if they find out I was defeated by a…well, a cuddly bear.”

“I don’t think we have time anyway,” Louie called from where he was pinned further up. “The bridge can’t take the weight for much longer.”

Even as he spoke, another rope snapped and the bridge jerked again, tipping so that they all slid into the nets at the sides. The puppet that had fallen into the water must have been long gone, but the piranhas were still thrashing about with excitement as if they could sense the feast that was about to drop into their swamp.

There was a burst of fire magic as Maria produced a bunch of fire spanners that splashed down into the water below with much hissing.

“Oh drat!” she said. “I don’t want spanners, I want rope! Rope! ”

A single length of fire rope shot out towards the nearest tree, helping to keep the bridge in place. But Bess could see that it was only going to delay the inevitable. Maria wouldn’t be able to conjure up rope quickly enough. Bess racked her brain for ideas but came up empty-handed. After all, her friends were far more magically gifted than she was. If they couldn’t do anything, what made her think she had a chance?

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, this is embarrassing!” Jet exclaimed. He swooped down to perch on the bridge right in front of Bess. “Use your wicked stepsister voice and tell the bears to go away.”

“Use my what?” Bess gasped.

“Your stepsister voice,” Jet said. “You know the one. I’ve heard you use it with Blizzard and some of the other exhibits enough times. It’s the voice that lets them know you have wicked stepsister blood. Wicked stepsisters don’t get cuddles from cute, fluffy bears. That’s a princess thing.”

Bess’s mind raced. She did have a particular tone she adopted when talking to Blizzard. A firm, no-nonsense, slightly cold voice that just came naturally. She’d never thought that there was anything special about it – it was just that you had to show you meant business when speaking to an alligator. Perhaps these bears were the same. Bess took a deep breath. If she could have drawn herself up to her full height, she would have done so, but as she was still pinned to the bridge, she made do with focusing on the long line of her heritage – one that included her pops, who’d managed to thwart Cinderella herself.

“Now, look!” As Bess said the words, she could almost taste the difference in her tone. This wasn’t warmth and kindness, but cold metal and spikes. “I am from a family of wicked stepsisters and we do not do bear cuddles. Get. Off. NOW! ”

Blizzard sometimes gave Bess a dirty look when she spoke to him this way, but it usually stopped him from snapping his jaws in her direction. The swamp bears were made of much softer stuff and the effect of Bess’s words was immediate. They stopped their happy grumbles and hastily scurried to roll and bumble away from Bess. Finally, the weight lifted from her shoulders and she could breathe more easily.

She scrambled to her feet just as another rope snapped. She staggered, grabbing on to the sides. “That goes for the rest of you!” she practically snarled at the remaining bears. “Get off my friends and go back to where you came from.”

The bears didn’t need telling twice. They got to their feet and hurried away, throwing fearful glances back at Bess as they went. She silently apologised to them inside her head, feeling terribly mean, but needs must. They certainly wouldn’t be happy bears if they were being gobbled up by piranhas.

Finally, the bridge was bear free and everyone was on their feet. But it was too late. Before they could continue to cross, another rope snapped. This time, the entire bridge broke and the children plummeted towards the teeth-filled waters of the swamp.
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Everyone screamed as they fell – it was impossible not to when they knew the water below was teeming with piranhas. Bess didn’t think her stepsister voice would do much good if she was underwater, or even work on fish. But then, from out of nowhere, a blue dragon swooped beneath them.

At least Bess thought it was a dragon, because it was reptilian and could fly, but when she and the others landed on its scaly bright blue back she realised that it wasn’t a dragon at all. Instead of wings, it had flaps on either side of its body, along with webbed feet – and it wasn’t actually flying but gliding. When Bess registered the fact that it was wearing clothes, she realised that Frankie must have transformed into some strange new creature, but she couldn’t think what it might be.

There was only just room for the four children to cling on to her back and for a moment Bess feared they were going to plummet straight into the water. But at the last second the lizard – or whatever Frankie was – pointed her nose towards the nearest tree. She landed on the trunk with a thump, gripping on to the bark tightly with her lizardy feet. They were so low to the water that a piranha managed to leap out and clamp on to Frankie’s tail, but she shook it off. The children grabbed hold of the nearest branches and swung themselves up. Jet swooped on to a nearby perch and Frankie joined them a moment later, back in her human form.

“Everyone okay?” she asked.

“All good,” Beau replied. “Thanks for your help – but why didn’t you tell us you could turn into a dragon? We could have just flown over the swamp.”

Frankie shook her head. “I can’t turn into a dragon,” she said. “I can’t transform into a creature I’ve never met and I haven’t come across a dragon anywhere yet, unfortunately. I mean, there’s Cedric, of course,” she said quickly, acknowledging Maria’s familiar, who was snorting smoke crossly. “But a miniature fire dragon wouldn’t be able to carry all of you. No, that was a parachute gecko.”

Bess frowned. “I saw a photo of a parachute gecko in a book once. They can glide for short distances but they’re small enough to fit into the palm of a hand. Your gecko was more, well, elephant-sized.”

Frankie nodded. “I met the giant parachute geckos in the Land of the Giants. I couldn’t fly you the whole way across the swamp – it was quite tricky gliding, to be honest – but at least you didn’t end up as a feast for the piranhas. Professor Ash wouldn’t like that at all.” She looked at Bess. “That was very impressive, what you did with your voice back there.”

“Thanks.” Bess blushed, feeling a little ashamed. “I didn’t want to be mean to the bears, but…”

“It’s all right,” Louie said. “I’m sure they’ll go off somewhere else to cuddle. You did the right thing.”

“We must almost be through the swamp by now,” Maria said, peering through the gloom.

Beau shook his head. “It stretches on for quite a long way.”

He was right. The children and Frankie continued to travel over the rope bridges, but it took them the rest of the day. By the time they finally reached the edge of the swamp, it was night-time. From their tree they could see the wetlands that bordered the swamp. And beyond that was Nightmare Forest. It was a strange tangle of trees, bone white with crooked branches twisting at odd angles.

No one fancied spending the night there, so they headed back into the swamp a little way until they found a tree with a thick knot of branches strong enough to support Bess’s carriage. She transformed her pumpkin and Maria added some fire ropes for extra security. Then they all piled into the velvet interior. It was a cramped place in which to sleep, but at least it offered some shelter from the elements or whatever dangers might come prowling.

With Maria’s fire lion lying on a branch outside, keeping guard, they fell into a restless sort of sleep. Bess couldn’t help listening out for the clip-clop of hooves and felt sure her dreams would be full of the headless horsewoman. They were all very aware that the gateway closed the day after tomorrow, and as it had taken them the best part of two days and nights to get this far, their only chance of getting back in time would be to reunite with the Train of Dark Wonders. Bess very much hoped Professor Ash would be waiting for them in the forest when they arrived tomorrow.
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The children woke the next morning to find several hopeful swamp bears clustered on the branch outside. One was even bold enough to poke its fluffy head through the carriage door but left quickly enough when Bess flicked her mirrored cloak and ordered him away in her sharpest voice. The children climbed out of the carriage, which Bess transformed into a pumpkin. Once they’d left the swamp, Bess brought the carriage back while Maria conjured the fire horses. It was a relief to clamber into the velvet interior and have some separation from the cursed creatures. Or at least it was until the starfish appeared.

The landscape that stretched before them was full of puddles. They didn’t look particularly deep but they did have starfish living in them. Bess didn’t have much personal experience with starfish, although she’d always had the impression that they were mellow creatures who simply wanted to be left in peace to cling quietly to their rocks. This wasn’t the case in the Land of Cursed Creatures, however.

Every time the carriage rattled through a puddle, an irate starfish would burst out of it to land on the window with a splat. There was a cross little face on the underside that glowered at the children in a threatening sort of way. Then the starfish would begin snarling insults and describing murderous plots in unpleasant detail. Bess couldn’t help noticing that the creatures had a surprising number of teeth.

“Oh dear,” Louie sighed. “It’s an enraged starfish.”

“What?” Maria exclaimed. “It’s a starfish! What’s it got to be enraged about?”

“Oh, they’re enraged about pretty much everything,” Frankie said cheerfully. “The weather, politics, bridges, the state of the world in general. You name it, an enraged starfish will be enraged about it. They’ve got a nasty bite on them too.”

She said this just as the carriage wheels jolted over a pothole, causing one of the windows to slide down slightly. A starfish promptly sailed through the gap, landing right in Louie’s lap. He yelled and there was a commotion as they scrambled to get away from the creature and avoid the furious gnashing of its teeth. Bess tried ordering it out in her best stepsister voice, but this had no effect whatsoever.

“It only works on intelligent creatures,” Jet said. “And these starfish have all the sense of a peanut!”

Jet squawked and flapped indignantly as the starfish snapped at him. Beau fumbled in his coat for the fisherman puppet but got the pockets muddled up and brought out the comedian duck instead. The duck quacked out a joke, but unfortunately duck humour only seemed to aggravate the starfish even further and it bit Louie’s finger hard enough to draw blood. He yelped and dragged it off, tossing it like a hot potato. Luckily, Frankie’s lightning-fast reflexes saved the day. She snatched the starfish straight from the air, hurled it out of the window and then quickly wound it back up.

“Look!” Maria pointed. “The ninjas are having the same trouble.”

The Shadow Train was racing along in the distance. It looked like it was going to enter Nightmare Forest from a little further down. The train was being pelted by starfish and several of the students were stationed on the roof, wielding swords and throwing darts. They were using these to fend off the starfish quite effectively.

“Show-offs.” Beau rolled his eyes.

He reached into his coat and this time brought out a fisherman puppet – a grizzled-looking man with a grey beard, wearing blue dungarees and a battered straw hat. Beau opened the window just wide enough to shove the puppet out. The fisherman climbed past the window and up on to the roof. A moment later they saw his fishing line fly out in an expert arc and swipe a starfish straight from the air. He reeled it in and then the line appeared once more, flying out over and over again with incredible speed, hooking the starfish before they could hit the carriage.

Before long, they entered the fringes of Nightmare Forest, leaving the starfish behind and losing the ballet train from sight. Soon, the crooked white trees were too close together for the carriage to pass through, so the fire horses came to a halt, tossing their heads and snorting. When the children climbed down, they found the fisherman puppet sitting on the roof in a relaxed fashion, strumming at a small banjo.

“Where did all the starfish go?” Louie said, puzzled. “He must have caught dozens of them.”

“Ah, well.” Beau flashed a grin. “I’m afraid Mervyn probably ate them.”

“He ate them?” Maria said. “All of them?”

Beau shrugged. “He’s always hungry. And he doesn’t fish for pleasure. Anything he fishes, he eats. Period.”

He scooped up the puppet and slipped him back into his coat. Then they turned their attention to the outskirts of Nightmare Forest.

“That’s weird,” Louie said. “Still no sign of Dad or the train. Do you think perhaps—”

But that was as far as he got before a pigeon puppet swooped down to them, almost colliding with the side of Louie’s head in its haste to deliver another message. Louie quickly read through it, then sighed. “It’s the clams,” he told the others. “They came across another bed of them, apparently. But he promises they’ll be here soon.”

The group fell silent as they digested this piece of bad news, each of them feeling nervous at the prospect of continuing without backup.

The Nightmare Forest was quite unlike the one back home in Roseville. Bess had been there at night many times for midnight picnics with Pops. It smelled of pines and was alive with the scurrying of mice and the hooting of owls. But here everything seemed unnaturally still and silent. The bone-white trees didn’t sway and had no leaves to rustle. There was something unreal about it, as if they had stepped into a painting of a forest rather than a real place.

“According to the almanac, there’s nothing much here apart from the cursed unicorn,” Louie said in a hushed voice. “And the nightmares, of course.”

Bess raised an eyebrow. “Nightmares?”

“The unicorns bring them to life,” Maria told her.

“Why?” Bess asked.

“No one knows for sure,” Frankie replied. “In fact, no one knows much of anything about cursed unicorns. Perhaps they conjure the nightmares to keep people away, or maybe they enjoy seeing what they can come up with, or else they don’t even realise what they’re doing. They’re notoriously reclusive beasts.”

“They’re meant to be able to summon bats too,” Maria said. “And see the future.”

“They’re bad news,” Beau put in. “The best thing we can hope for is that we manage to avoid the cursed unicorn altogether.”

“If the worst comes to the worst, I can conjure my fire lion,” Maria said. “That should help persuade the unicorn to keep its distance.”

“And I can turn into something awful,” Frankie said, looking quite pleased by the prospect. “Perhaps an Asian giant hornet or a bullet ant or a marabou stork.”

Bess thought of the cursed unicorn she’d seen depicted in the window of the abandoned station. There had been something wild and fierce and terrible about it, but Bess found she didn’t dislike the idea of seeing one the way the others did. Instead, she was intensely curious. The thought of catching a glimpse of such an extraordinary creature filled her with a shivery sense of excitement.

“I can get my ninja mouse puppet to help see it off,” Beau said. “And Louie can turn into a werewolf.”

“Perhaps we won’t need to frighten the unicorn at all,” Louie said mildly. “If we leave it alone, then hopefully it’ll leave us alone too. After all, the nightmares aren’t real, are they?”

“Well, no,” Beau said. “I mean, they don’t have physical form, but they’re still meant to be pretty terrifying and…well, the almanac made it sound as if it’s sometimes a little hard to tell what’s real and what’s not. I guess that’s why no one wants to go into Nightmare Forest.”

They peered through the skeletal branches of the trees, which looked like clawed hands, eager to grasp and grab and get tangled up in people’s hair. Jet tried flying up for a bird’s-eye view but swooped back to land on Bess’s shoulder a moment later.

“It’s no good,” he said. “I can’t see anything. There are too many branches blocking the way.”

Bess stood a little straighter and lifted her chin. “Whatever’s in there, I’m sure we can handle it.”

“That’s the spirit,” Beau said. “We’ll go in, find my mum, get her out of whatever sticky situation she’s got herself into with the Grooms, and then we’ll be off. We’ve got to move quickly.” He glanced at the others. “The gate is closing tomorrow. If we don’t get waylaid by the swamp bears or encore flamingos on the way back then that should buy us some time, but we still need to turn back soon. Right, I’m going in. I can’t wait for the Train of Dark Wonders to get here. But, look, it’s fine if you want to stay and wait for the professor.”

“Don’t be a plonker,” Louie said calmly. “We’ve already been through this. We stick together. That’s what good friends do.”

Beau turned red. “I’m not always a good friend,” he said quietly.

Bess reached out to press his shoulder gently. “Louie’s right,” she said. “You’re being a silly billy. You’re one of the best friends I’ve ever had. Being a good friend doesn’t mean you never get anything wrong or make a mistake. It means you do your best at the time.”

Maria nodded emphatically. “We go together,” she said. “That’s how it is. And that’s how it’s always going to be.”

“No time to waste then,” Frankie said, brushing her hands together. “Obviously it would be better if we could avoid the cursed unicorn altogether, but I’d love the chance to turn into a bullet ant if we do come across it. Such fun. Let’s dive in!”
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Frankie transformed into a marabou stork – a startlingly large bird with a bald head and very long legs. It was a little disconcerting for the children to walk beside a stork that was taller than they were. To make matters worse, the creature had a distinctly ghoulish appearance with its sunken eyes, cloak-like wings and sharp beak.

“It’s a creepy-looking thing, isn’t it?” Maria remarked as they headed further into the forest. “I wonder which land it comes from.”

“The marabou stork is from our world,” Bess told her. “It’s known as the undertaker bird. We used to have a stuffed one at the Odditorium, but it got a bit manky, so Pops got rid of it.”

“I wish she’d give us a bit more warning before turning into something strange like that,” Beau said.

“I expect we’ll see far stranger in this forest,” Louie replied.

They kept a keen eye out for lurking nightmares or cursed unicorns as they made their way through the trees. As suspected, the crooked white branches had a tendency to get tangled in their hair, and Bess was sure they moved about when no one was watching. She was glad of her cloak because when she raised the hood over her head it prevented the branches from reaching for her.

The children soon found a path, but it wasn’t the usual forest dirt track, strewn with leaves. Instead, this was a beautiful, jewelled path made of black and purple tiles, sparkling in the starlight. It looked like it went straight to the heart of the forest, so the children followed it, hoping it would take them to the Grooms and Beau’s mum. But although they walked and walked, they didn’t find any Grooms, or unicorns, or even nightmares. Just more skeletal trees. And yet, Bess couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching them. That the forest knew they were there.

“This is ridiculous,” Beau finally said. “I think we might be walking in circles.”

“We can’t be,” Maria replied. “The path leads straight ahead. It’s never curled back round.”

“Even so, I think Beau is right,” Louie said quietly. “Look, there’s a blue feather that I’m pretty sure came from Frankie.”

They stopped to stare at the feather on the path. It was identical to Frankie’s shabby feathers – large and bright blue – and they hadn’t seen any other animals in the forest so far at all.

“The forest is playing tricks on us,” Bess said, frowning. “I think we should leave the path. It’s only taking us where the forest wants us to go.”

Maria nodded. “Right you are. Let’s try our luck off the beaten track.”

They stepped off the jewelled path and on to the forest floor. It had an odd, spongy sort of texture, as if they might sink through it if they lingered in one place. They hadn’t been walking long before the first nightmare appeared. It took the shape of a gargoyle-like creature, perched above them in the branches of a tree. It had horns on its blocky head, a pair of stubby wings, long claws and a snarling face. As the children approached, the nightmare leaped from its branch, flying towards them with a hissing sound. Frankie lurched in front of the children and spread her massive wings in a threatening gesture. They were easily three metres in span and the nightmare thing burst apart in a scatter of shadows like it had never been there at all.

“Hopefully this means we’re going in the right direction,” Beau said.

They walked on, and slowly but surely the forest came to life around them. They saw more of the gargoyle creatures in the trees, along with many-legged spider-type things scuttling around on the ground and peculiar fish with bulging eyes and spiny barbs that glided through the air like they were underwater. All of these creatures were grey in colour and they all had the same smell – a cold, metallic odour that reminded Bess of the butcher’s in Roseville.

Some of the nightmares bared their teeth at the children or hissed or snarled or, in the case of one vulture-like bird, even screamed. A few charged or flew at them like the first gargoyle. Bess and the others flinched when this happened and had to fight the urge to run away. It seemed Beau was right about the nightmares having no physical form – if they tried to touch one, it just burst apart into shadows – but it was still difficult to make progress through the forest with so many odd creatures flitting about.

“Let me try something,” Louie said.

He handed Beau his violin case before transforming into a werewolf. He padded forwards a few steps and bared his teeth at the nearest nightmare. At once, the creature retreated up into the branches of a nearby tree. As Louie stalked forwards in his wolf form, the other nightmares kept their distance too.

“Maybe it’s because werewolves are also the stuff of nightmares,” Beau suggested. “Perhaps they think he’s one of them.”

The children saw vulture-like creatures, huge snakes and dangerous-looking insects with stingers, pincers and barbs, but nothing else tried to rush or pounce at them now that Louie was a wolf. Even so, it wasn’t the most pleasant experience walking through Nightmare Forest. Bess found that her hands had turned clammy with fear. But a short while later, the nightmares faded away. One moment the trees were crawling with bizarre, frightening creatures, the next the place was deserted. After the chirps and chitters, screeches and groans, it was disconcerting suddenly to find themselves in a completely silent forest once more.

Frankie and Louie both abandoned their animal forms.

“Where have all the nightmares gone?” Beau said as Louie quickly got dressed behind a tree.

Frankie shrugged. “Who knows? Perhaps the unicorn has fallen asleep? I once heard that the nightmares fade away when that happens. But look, what’s that just up ahead?”

Louie joined them and they peered through the trees at the outline of something blocky and out of place. They made their way towards it and as they got closer they began to hear animal noises – quacks, squawks and bleats. At first Bess thought that the nightmares had come back, but then she saw that the thing was a cage with metal bars. Locked up inside were around twenty doom moles, all scrabbling desperately at the ground, trying to tunnel their way out. But the floor was made of solid metal too.

The children gasped as they realised that there wasn’t just one cage, but dozens of them, containing a variety of different species. They saw zombie ducks in one and enraged starfish in another. There were several cages containing a herd of dread deer and others with a troupe of dancing encore flamingos, which they were careful not to look at too closely. Some of the animals – like the doom moles – were scrabbling or pacing, looking for a way out. Others simply lay down on the ground in a listless fashion that was horrible to see. It was like they’d given up.

Bess saw that the cages had bowls of food and water in them. Some had dirty piles of straw as well. But the creatures were all miserable. Bess shuddered at the sight of so many animals in cages. It felt terribly wrong and unnatural, even if they were cursed. She gazed around for the Grooms, but there was no sight of any cloaked figures.

“The Grooms must be around here somewhere,” Jet said. “I’ll scout ahead.”

“Be careful,” Bess replied.

The raven swooped through the trees, and they turned back to the cages.

“I’ll have a word with the moles,” Frankie said.

In a whirl of blue smoke, she turned into a doom mole and hurried over to the cage to chitter through the bars at them. A brief, frantic mole conversation took place.

“Well, I know where the Grooms came from originally,” Frankie said as soon as she’d turned back into a person.

“Which land was it?” Maria asked.

“This one,” Frankie replied. “They’re one of the nightmares. Or at least they were.”

Beau frowned. “But…they can’t be. They’ve got physical form. We know that because they took the swans. And remember those scratches on Theodore? That was a real injury. Nightmares can’t hurt you.”

Frankie sighed. “Not usually. But cursed unicorns bring nightmares to life, remember? And the problem here is that the cursed creatures in this land fear one thing more than anything else – being locked up inside a cage. I guess because they’re all scared of the same thing, that gave the Grooms more and more power until eventually they became real. Anyway, they’re here now, with their cages and music boxes.”

“What music boxes?” Louie asked.

“It’s how they’re trapping the animals,” Frankie said. “The Grooms are Pied Pipers, but they use music boxes instead of pipes. The moles say they make a different box for each species. It plays a song only they can hear, which forces the creatures to do whatever the Grooms want. That explains why we saw the doom moles heading here earlier – the Grooms must have been playing their tune. When the music box stops playing, the creatures come to their senses, but by then it’s too late.”

“This is dreadful,” Louie exclaimed. “We should free them if we can. Bess, can you pick the locks?”

“Probably,” she replied. “But it would take time.”

“That’s one thing we don’t have,” Beau said. “Look, I don’t like seeing the cursed creatures locked up in cages either, but what can we do? Even if Bess picks the lock, we can’t exactly release a bunch of zombie ducks. Remember what happened the last time? They’ll just try to eat us.”

“More importantly,” Frankie said, looking worried, “if the Grooms have been able to create music boxes for all these different creatures, then who’s to say they can’t make one for humans too?”

They fell silent. Bess felt a cold rush of fear as she considered this terrible thought. They couldn’t fight against music. Fire lions, magic puppets and werewolves would be no help at all. The ballet ninjas would be similarly powerless – their swords and spears and blades would be useless against the enchantment.

“What can we do?” Bess said. “Could we…I don’t know, block up our ears with cotton wool or something?”

“Did you bring any cotton wool?” Louie asked.

“No, but perhaps we could use something else?”

“Like what?” Maria groaned.

Bess didn’t have the answer. It was very difficult to think how to fight against music. Just then, Jet swooped back, landing on Bess’s shoulder in a jumbled heap.

“I found them!” he gasped. “The Grooms! There’s a cottage in the clearing up ahead. The Grooms are living in it and the rooms are full of enchanted music boxes. And, mistress, I think they’ve just managed to create one that works on people.”

“Put your hands over your ears!” Frankie instructed.

They hastily did as she said.

“Perhaps we can…” Maria began, but then trailed off.

“No!” Bess gasped as a strange snake of a tune slithered out from between the trees. It was unlike any music she’d ever heard, creeping and crawling, twisting and turning as it wound its way towards them.
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T he moment Bess heard the music, she felt the tug of its power. The tune was calling her, telling her to abandon her plans and do its bidding. It was telling her which direction to walk in. And her feet wanted to go. Her mind was ready to give up everything that was important and surrender to the tune. It took a great effort to push the song away.

But when she looked at her friends, she cried out in dismay. Maria, Beau and Louie were turning and walking into the forest, staring straight ahead as if they were sleepwalking. Bess rushed after them and grabbed Maria’s arm.

“Stop!” she cried. “Maria, don’t! You’ve got to find some way to— Ouch!”

She cried out in pain as a spark shot from Maria’s fingers and landed on her hand.

“Don’t try to stop them.” Frankie was immediately at Bess’s side. “We don’t know what they might do to follow the music’s instructions. Maria could set you on fire if she wanted to. The music is probably sending them straight to a cage, just like all these other creatures. We need to find the Grooms.”

Bess felt tears blur her eyes as she watched her friends disappearing through the trees, a panicky dread squeezing tight around her chest, making it difficult to breathe. Frankie was probably right. After all, Maria could set her on fire, Louie could turn into a werewolf and Beau could unleash one of his puppets. Yet it was a dreadful thing to watch her friends leave and to do nothing.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Why is the music affecting them and not me? Or you?”

“This music box is designed for people,” Frankie replied quietly. “And I’m not really a person. I just look like one for the moment.”

“But what about Louie? He’s a werewolf.”

“Louie is part wolf, but also part human. I guess the music works on the human side of him.”

“And what about me?” Bess couldn’t see her friends at all now.

“It’s your cloak, I reckon,” Frankie said. “The music is a curse, after all. Your cloak is protecting you from it so don’t take it off, whatever you do.” She squeezed Bess’s shoulder. “All is not lost. We’ll find a way to get them back.”

But Frankie, usually so cheerful, sounded worried, and Bess felt sick with concern.

“If the music is working on them, then it will work on the ninjas too.” She looked up at Frankie. “It’s just you and me, and we’re running out of time.”

“I know, I know.” Frankie chewed her lip. “Professor Ash should be here soon—”

“We can’t afford to wait for him,” Bess said. “We need to come up with a plan at once. Otherwise…”

For a moment she felt the very real possibility that her friends would be left in this world when the gate closed. Bess couldn’t possibly abandon them here. She would have to remain behind too, but then it could be two years or more before she managed to get back home to her parents and the Odditorium. It had been bad enough spending the last couple of days in this frightening place. She shuddered at the thought of being stuck here for years.

“The music boxes,” she suddenly said. “If we destroy the music boxes, the Grooms won’t have any power over our friends or the other creatures. At least, not until they make more, and I’m guessing that will take time.” She looked at Jet on her shoulder. “You said the boxes are in the cottage, right? So that’s where we need to go.”

Frankie frowned. “It’s risky,” she said. “Even if we manage to destroy the music boxes, the Grooms are still dangerous. We know they’ve got claws. It’s—”

“It’s our only choice,” Bess said.

“All right.” Frankie nodded slowly. “I don’t want to sit about twiddling my thumbs either. We’ll make our way to the cottage. But I will go inside. Alone. I can turn into a fox and get in through an open window or the chimney. A fox on the loose can do an amazing amount of damage very quickly. I’ll have those music boxes smashed to bits before they know what’s hit them. And if they try to use a music box on me, it won’t work because they won’t know what type of creature I really am.”

“What kind of creature are you?” Bess asked, intensely curious.

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” Frankie flashed her a grin. “But some things are best left a mystery. I wouldn’t want to give you nightmares. The point is, I’ll go into the cottage and you can wait outside somewhere safe to keep lookout.”

“Nowhere in this land is safe,” Bess pointed out. She hated the thought of sitting around doing nothing while her friends were in peril.

“Let’s get to the cottage rather than just bickering about who’s going to do what,” Jet grumbled. “Come on. I’ll show you the way.”

He swooped off through the trees, and Bess and Frankie had to hurry to keep up. They made their way past more cages and tried not to look at the miserable animals trapped inside. There were even cages hanging from the branches of the trees. There must have been hundreds of different creatures locked up in the forest. It was like some sort of giant zoo, only without any visitors. Bess kept her eyes peeled for her friends, but there was no sign of them.

“This is bad,” she muttered. “If we don’t know where the others are, we won’t be able to help them even if we do manage to destroy the music boxes.”

“One thing at a time,” Frankie replied.

Jet flapped down on to Bess’s shoulder. “It’s up ahead,” he said, nodding towards a building just visible through the trees. “You go on. I’ll see if I can find the others.” He then took off.

Bess and Frankie approached the cottage cautiously. It was a small, squat building with a thatched roof and smoke puffing from its chimney. It reminded Bess of the pictures of woodsmen’s cottages she’d seen in her book of fairy tales. The windows consisted of lots of little panes and were made of such thick glass that it was difficult to see inside.

“Right,” Frankie said. “I guess we need to work out if the Grooms are here. If they are, then we need to create some sort of diversion.”

“That’s a great idea,” Bess said at once. “And I think we both know which of us is going to be better at that.”

“What do you mean?” Frankie replied.

“Well, you’re the one who can turn into a fascinating many-tentacled beast of some kind,” Bess said. “And that’s what the Grooms want, isn’t it? You’ll be the most irresistible bait. You can lead them off into the forest, and while they’re chasing about after you, I can go into the cottage and destroy the music boxes.”

Frankie paused, but Bess knew it was difficult to argue with such sound logic. “I don’t like the thought of us splitting up,” she finally said. “It’s safer to stick together.”

“Our group has already split up,” Bess pointed out. “And I can’t think of any other way, can you?”

“I guess not.” Frankie sighed. “All right then. We’ll need a rendezvous point, though. How about we meet back at the edge of the swamp?”

“Okay,” Bess said. “Let’s meet at the tree where we spent the night. Good luck.”

“And to you.”

Frankie transformed into a blue butterfly and fluttered up over the cottage to the other side. For a moment there was quiet…and then a sudden explosion of gigantic blue tentacles. Bess heard the shattering of glass and the crash of a chimney pot. If the Grooms were anywhere nearby, they couldn’t possibly be unaware that something was happening. Sure enough, the front door banged open and Bess saw three Grooms come gliding out.
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They were just as Theodore had described – tall, cloaked figures with hoods drawn up over their heads, shrouding their faces in shadow. Their entire bodies were hidden by their cloaks, including their feet – if they even had feet. It definitely seemed like they floated more than they walked as they promptly disappeared round the corner of the cottage. Bess heard the commotion of whatever thing Frankie had turned into crashing through the trees and hoped that the Grooms were in hot pursuit. It was time to enter the cottage.
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Bess hurried to the front door, which the Grooms had left open. She stepped over the threshold into a dark and dingy room with a long bench table in the centre and a fire crackling in the grate. The table was scattered with various tools, gears and wood-carving blades, along with a lantern. The floor was bare stone and there were no rugs or soft furnishings. Shelves lined the walls and – just as Jet had said – they were full of music boxes, dozens of them, all unexpectedly beautiful with painted or engraved lids.

Bess reached up for the nearest one. It had tiny doom moles engraved upon the lid in intricate detail. When she flipped it open, she found that the interior was lined with dark velvet and there was a miniature figure of a mole on a spring that turned round and round. Bess guessed the box was playing music but, since it was audible only to doom moles, she couldn’t hear anything herself. She closed the lid with a snap, carried the box over to the fireplace and threw it into the flames. She couldn’t help wincing as she did so. It was beautiful craftsmanship, after all, even if the music it played was cursed.

She didn’t know how much time she might have so she moved quickly, throwing more music boxes on to the fire or else stamping them to bits with her feet. She opened each lid to check what creature it was for and went through dozens of boxes but couldn’t see any that had been designed for humans. Once she’d destroyed all the music boxes in that room, she made her way next door. It was laid out in a similar fashion, with a table and shelves along with a staircase to the upper floor, but there was still no music box for humans that Bess could find.

After breaking all the boxes there, she glanced out of the window to check for Grooms. There was no one about, so she quickly went up the stairs. There were two more rooms up there beneath a damp-smelling thatch roof. One of them had some piles of blankets left messily on the floor, and Bess guessed this was where the Grooms slept. There was no other furniture or music boxes – only tools, pieces of wood and paint.

Bess frowned. There must be a music box for people somewhere. She shoved the nest of blankets aside and a group of woodlice scuttled out. At least, they looked like woodlice, but Bess guessed they were probably something more dangerous than that. She gave them a wide berth as they scattered, disappearing into the gaps between the floorboards. Then it crossed her mind that the floor might be hiding other things – secret things. She knelt down to examine it. When her fingers found a loose board, she raised it cautiously yet excitedly. But the small compartment beneath contained only what felt like slim lengths of rope.

Her fingers tangled themselves in the strands and she drew the object out. It wasn’t rope, but rather a net. It was made from silvery-coloured thread that reminded Bess of her own cloak. The net glittered dangerously in her hands as she stared at it. A chill touched her blood and she shivered. What could the Grooms want with a net? It didn’t make sense when they used music boxes to capture their prey. Bess gazed at it for a moment before stuffing it into her bag. Whatever the Grooms used it for, she felt certain it couldn’t be anything good.

Meanwhile, she was nowhere closer to finding the human music box. Perhaps the Grooms had taken it with them? Not knowing what else to do, Bess decided to return to the forest. There might be a cage holding her friends somewhere that she’d missed. She made her way downstairs and was about to head out of the front door when she paused.

She knew the cottage didn’t have an attic because she’d seen the thatch of the roof upstairs, but perhaps it might have a cellar. She looked down at the floor, examining the flagstones one by one. Sure enough, she soon found one that had an iron ring set in it. It was extraordinarily heavy and Bess had to heave with all her might to lift it. Finally, it fell back, exposing a stone staircase stretching away into the shadows. She snatched a lantern up from the table and was about to tread on to the first step when Jet came sailing through the window in a flurry of feathers.

“You need to get out,” he gasped. “The Grooms have given up on Frankie and are on their way back. They’ll be here within minutes!”

Bess glanced at the window. “Did you see any sign of Beau, Maria or Louie?”

“Nothing.” Jet shook his head vigorously. “I checked every cage. They’ve vanished.”

“Then I’m searching the cellar. They might be down here. It’s the only place I haven’t looked.”

“Well, for goodness’ sake, hurry!” Jet ordered. “I’ll keep watch. Come out the moment you hear me squawk. No dilly-dallying.”

Bess nodded and hurried down the staircase into the cold damp of the cellar. There wasn’t time to hesitate or give in to her fear, not when her friends were counting on her. She stepped off the bottom step and held her lantern up high. Her eyes struggled to adjust to the deeper darkness, and shadows seemed to flicker and dance around her in the small space.

“Maria?” she called. “Beau? Louie?”

There was no reply, but she could see better now – well enough to make out the stark shape of a cage in the gloom before her. Her breath caught hopefully in her throat. Perhaps she’d found them, after all. Maybe her friends were gagged or asleep, and that was why they hadn’t replied… But then she heard a snorted huff of breath through the darkness. It was a distinctive sound and if Bess had been anywhere else, she would have assumed it was a horse. But locked away in a cellar of Nightmare Forest it could only be one thing – the cursed unicorn.

It hadn’t occurred to Bess that the unicorn might be here. After all, she hadn’t seen a unicorn music box and had assumed that the Grooms’ magic wouldn’t work on the very creature that created them in the first place. Then Bess thought of the net inside her bag. Perhaps this was what the Grooms had used it for…

She took a deep breath and stepped forwards, her lantern raised high. There was a shuffling sound, followed by the scrape of hooves on stone, and then two silver eyes stared through the bars at her. Bess stopped beside the cage, gazing in wonder at the mysterious creature within. It stood motionless as a statue, and if it weren’t for the faint huff of air through its nostrils, she might almost have thought it wasn’t alive.
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The unicorn’s coat was a dusky, dark purple, its mane and tail a mix of silver and black. Its eyes were silver orbs without pupil or iris, fringed by long, delicate eyelashes. It was tall enough that Bess had to tilt her head back to look up into its face. Its twisted horn was long, silver and gleaming sharp – it looked as if it could impale someone as easily as any sword. The unicorn was noble and majestic, terrifying and beautiful all at once. It was dreadful to see such a magnificent beast locked up inside a cage.

The unicorn leaned closer, so that its muzzle was practically touching the iron bars as it peered out. Bess knew that she couldn’t possibly leave it there. She hastily put the lantern down and pulled her lock-picking kit from her pocket.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll get you out.”

She knew the unicorn probably didn’t understand her. It didn’t react in any way as Bess bent her head and worked at the lock, her small tools probing and searching for the right parts of the mechanism to press. She felt the soft tickle of the unicorn’s warm breath on the back of her neck, and then Jet gave a shrill squawk from above. Bess’s heart sank. She wasn’t finished with the lock yet – she still needed more time. But she was close, she knew it. She stared up into the unicorn’s silver eyes. She’d agreed not to dilly-dally, but she couldn’t flee and leave it here alone in the cellar. She just couldn’t.

“Just a few seconds more,” she muttered, working with renewed focus.

“Bess!” Jet shrieked from above. “They’re coming! Get out right now!”

“There!” Bess cried in triumph as the lock finally clicked beneath her fingers. She grabbed the cage door and dragged it open. The unicorn strode out straight away, its sleek body rippling with muscle. Bess felt a mixture of awe and fear and took a step back. The unicorn’s horn gleamed in the lamplight and it was all too easy to imagine being impaled upon it. What if it turned on her, thinking she’d had a hand in imprisoning it?

The unicorn moved and she flinched, but the beast was only lowering itself slowly down to its forelegs. It stared at Bess intently.

“Do you…” She hesitated. “Do you want me to climb up on your back?”

The unicorn didn’t speak, but only continued staring at her in that intent way. Suddenly, there was the sound of a door banging upstairs. Time had run out. Bess scrambled up on to the unicorn’s back and it immediately rose to its feet, swift and silent. It then cantered up the stone staircase so fast that Bess’s mirrored cloak rippled out behind her.

But they were too late. When they emerged into the room above, the Grooms were there, waiting for them.
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The Grooms were dreadful figures in their long, hooded cloaks streaked with soil, sand and swamp slime. Bess could just about see the shadowy outline of their faces but was almost afraid to look too closely. It seemed better not to know exactly what lay beneath those dirty cloaks. She could practically feel the rage emanating off them as they took in the ruins of their music boxes.

Jet swooped on to her shoulder with a groan. “I told you to get out of there!”

“Fetch the net!” one of the Grooms hissed in a dry, rasping voice.

The Groom nearest the staircase turned and glided up it. One of the remaining Grooms reached into the folds of his cloak, dislodging several woodlice in the process that went scuttling off across the floor. When he drew out his hand, it was holding a music box. Bess cringed at the sight of his long, yellowing claws and pale, wrinkled skin. In one fluid movement, the Groom flipped open the lid, revealing a small figure of a ballerina that turned round and round. Once again, there was that snake-like music slithering its way over everything.

The Grooms clearly expected Bess to dismount the unicorn at once and follow them meekly to whichever cage her friends were being kept in. Instead, she reached into her bag, dragged out the net and flung it towards the two remaining Grooms. At the same moment, the one upstairs let out a bloodcurdling shriek of rage and Bess guessed he’d discovered the net was missing.

There was clearly magic in its strands because the net flew straight at the two Grooms, spreading out over the top of them. It came down in a whip-fast motion that knocked the music box to the floor and swept the two figures up in a tangled heap. Bess realised the net wouldn’t contain them for long, especially as she could already hear their comrade making his way back downstairs.

The unicorn charged forwards, stamping right on top of the fallen music box on its way to the door, smashing it to bits and cutting the tune off dead. Then it was out of the cottage and galloping away through the forest.

Bess had never even sat on a horse before today, let alone learned to ride. She didn’t want to grab on to the unicorn’s mane in case she hurt it, but she had to do something to avoid falling off. She leaned forwards over the beast’s neck, holding on as best she could while squeezing tight with her legs. She’d hoped that the unicorn might gallop back towards the swamp where she’d agreed to meet Frankie, but instead it took off in the opposite direction.

Bess hadn’t paid too much attention to what lay beyond the forest on the map because it had never been the plan to go this far. She had a vague memory of something to do with caves. And indeed, they soon came to a hillside full of them. The unicorn headed straight to the nearest one. It was a small, cramped space, with bats hanging from the ceiling, but the unicorn relaxed as soon as it went inside. Moving slowly now, it clip-clopped over loose stones and rocks, making its way to the back, where there was a sort of stable.

Bess stared at the bed of hay that lay upon the floor and the two troughs – one was full of water and the other appeared to be full of dried frogs. She slid down from the unicorn’s back and watched as it went over to the troughs, first for a drink and then to munch up some of the frogs with disturbing relish.

Now that her eyes had adjusted to the dimness, Bess could see some of the nightmare creatures skittering about at the unicorn’s hooves or climbing the walls. They didn’t seem particularly frightening or sinister, though, and the unicorn barely paid them any attention as they flittered and frolicked about. They seemed to fade in and out of existence, and Bess wasn’t sure if the unicorn was summoning them deliberately or whether this was something beyond its control. In another few moments, they’d disappeared.

“This is odd,” Bess said quietly to Jet.

“What, being in a cave full of bats and nightmares and a cursed unicorn?” the raven replied. “I guess it’s not something you see every day.”

“No, not that. I meant all this.” She waved her hand towards the troughs. “Someone’s been providing water and dried frogs. I wonder who it could be.”

Jet seemed uninterested in the question. “Who cares? We’ve got more important things to worry about.”

Bess knew he was right. They needed to get going. Time was running out and she still had no idea where her friends might be. Worry swirled inside her and she hoped they were okay, wherever they were.

“Right,” she said to Jet. “We’d better go.” She glanced over at the unicorn, still munching its dried frogs, and added, “Goodbye.”

She hadn’t really expected any response from the creature, but to her surprise it looked up sharply and fixed her with that intent stare once again. Bess got the sense it expected or wanted something from her, but she had no idea what that might be.

“Good luck,” she said. “I hope you’ll be okay. I have to go and find my friends now.”

“It doesn’t need your life story,” Jet grumbled. “It probably has no idea what you’re even saying.”

Bess wasn’t sure why she was talking to the unicorn like this either. She turned towards the mouth of the cave and began to walk back the way they’d come. To her surprise, she heard the clip-clop of hooves behind her and when she turned back, she saw that the unicorn was following. Bess felt a bit nervous walking in front of it and Jet kept glancing back over her shoulder too. She couldn’t get the image of the unicorn’s deadly looking horn out of her mind, but soon enough it fell into step beside her.

They reached the mouth of the cave at the same moment that a pile of boulders rolled into it. Bess gasped, fearing that they were about to be trapped by some sort of avalanche. At first, the boulders looked like the same red rocks they’d seen elsewhere around the land, but then she realised that they had legs, arms and heads, along with fluffy tufts of flame-red hair. There were about six or seven of them and they reached to the height of Bess’s knees if you included their hair. It was like looking at little people made of rock.

“Nova!” one of them groaned. “There you are! Just look at all the trouble you’ve caused!”

The unicorn huffed out a snort.

“We know you didn’t mean to,” one of the other rock people said, in a slightly more friendly tone. “But it doesn’t change the fact that we can’t have this sort of chaos here.”

“We so badly wanted to offer you a home, but it’s no good. The Grooms make it impossible,” a third rock person added. “I’m so very sorry, but we’re going to have to ask you to leave. For your sake as much as for ours.”

The unicorn made a soft whickering sound and bowed its head sadly.

“Excuse me,” Bess said, confused. “But, um, who are you?”

The nearest rock person looked up at her. “I’m Mo,” he said, before gesturing at the others and giving their names.

They looked rather like lumps of lava and a thought suddenly occurred to Bess. “Are you lava gogs?”


[image: ]


“That’s right,” Mo said.

“We’ve been looking out for you ever since we arrived in this land.”

“Oh, you’ll have seen us, all right,” Mo said. “Probably tripped over a few of us too. We’ve been scattered about the place fast asleep, thanks to the Grooms’ music boxes.”

Bess thought of the red boulders they’d seen at the train station, on the chairs in the café, in the go-cart garage and elsewhere.

“Do you…look a bit like rocks when you’re asleep?” she hazarded.

“We are rocks,” Mo replied. “That’s why the Grooms don’t want us for their collection. They only want flesh-and-blood creatures.” He looked Bess up and down. “Who are you?”

“Bess Harper,” Bess said. “And this is Jet.” She jabbed a thumb towards her raven. “The Grooms came into our world and kidnapped someone. My friends and I came to get her back. Only now the Grooms have used one of their music boxes to capture the others too. Can you help? I’ve broken all the music boxes I can find, but I still have no idea where my friends are.”

“You broke the music boxes?” Mo said. His eyes went to the unicorn still by her side. “And did you release Nova here?”

Bess glanced at the unicorn. “Yes, I found her in a cage in the Grooms’ cottage.”

“In that case, we owe you a great deal.” Mo grasped her hand with stubby fingers and gave it an enthusiastic shake. “The Grooms probably would have got away with it if it weren’t for you. They can rebuild the music boxes, of course, but that will take time, and once Nova has gone, they’ll lose their power and eventually fade from existence, meaning we can free the animals from their cages.”

Bess glanced at the unicorn. “But…if she can’t stay here, where will she go?”

“She’ll want to go with you, I expect.”

“With me?”

“You released her from her cage, didn’t you? That creates a life bond. Nova will be your loyal companion for the rest of your days.”

“That’s all very lovely,” Jet said in a snippy tone. “But Bess already has a loyal companion, in case no one’s noticed.”

“One can never have too many loyal companions,” Mo pointed out. “You’ll need a cool, dark place to house her, of course, preferably underground. Oh, and she only eats dried frogs.”

Bess looked at the unicorn beside her and an idea began to form in her mind. “Would she… Would she be happy living in underground tunnels, do you think?”

“That would be perfect!” Mo said.

“Hang on a minute,” Jet put in. “We can’t take this beast home with us. Our world will be overrun with Grooms then as well.”

Mo looked crestfallen. “Is that what all the beings in your world most fear too?”

“What do you mean?” Bess asked.

“Well, a cursed unicorn can temporarily bring nightmares to life, but the only way they take on physical form and become real is if they’re the thing that all the beings around them most fear. That’s why the Grooms came to life here.”

Bess recalled how Frankie had mentioned the same theory.

“Oh. Well, no, back in our world there are all kinds of worst fears. People have different ones.”

“Then that’s perfect!” Mo exclaimed. “If that’s the case, no single nightmare should gather enough power to become real.”

Bess looked at the cursed unicorn. “You’re very welcome to come home with me, if that’s what you want,” she said. “In fact, I’d be… Well, I’d be honoured.”

More than that, Bess would be delighted. It was hard to think of something more amazing than having her own cursed unicorn companion and this would be the perfect solution to her guard-animal problem too. She was sure she could procure some dried frogs from somewhere or other. The unicorn whickered softly and gently nuzzled Bess’s shoulder in a pleased sort of way.

“That’s decided then,” Mo said. “Now you must leave this land at once.”

“Hang on a minute,” Bess replied. “I’m not going anywhere. Not without my friends.”

“Oh, very well,” Mo grumbled. “If we help you find them, then will you leave and take Nova with you?”

“Gladly. I’ve already checked the cottage,” Bess said. “And searched the woods. There was no sign of my friends. Do you have any idea where they might be?”

“The Grooms have several lairs hidden about the land,” Mo said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “And I think I know where your friends might have gone.” He glanced at the others before turning back to Bess with a sigh. “You’re not going to like it, though.”
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The Three Sisters?” Bess said, frowning. “Who are they?”

“Not who,” Mo replied. “What. It’s our name for the volcanoes.”

Bess groaned. “Why would the Grooms have taken them to the volcanoes?”

“They’re very difficult to escape from,” Mo replied. “And if you’ve been making a nuisance of yourselves in this land, then they probably don’t want you humans anywhere near their collection of animals in the forest.”

“Then I’ve got to go to the volcanoes straight away.”

Bess glanced at Nova. She was just wondering how she was going to get her through the swamp when Mo said, “It’s quicker to travel by tunnel.”

“Tunnel?” Bess repeated eagerly.

“There’s a whole network of doom mole tunnels under this land,” Mo told her. “They criss-cross about and create funny shortcuts. Nova knows all of them. The moles created entrances for her, so she can show you the way. She might even let you ride on her back if you freed her from her cage. But, um, just a word of advice – don’t let anyone else try to sit on her. She’ll probably bite their head off.”

“Noted,” Bess said with a shudder.

“There’s an entrance just on the outskirts of the swamp, I believe. You should head for that – it’s probably the closest one.”

Bess nodded, thinking that she could hopefully meet up with Frankie along the way. “And what about you?” she asked. “What will you all be doing?”

“Rallying the troops,” Mo said grimly. “Look, the Grooms are going to be hunting for Nova. They know she’s the source of their power and they can’t afford to let her get away. They’ll want her back before they do anything else, mark my words. And if they know she’s with you, then they must realise you’ll be attempting to rescue your friends. They might already be lying in wait for you at the volcanoes. The largest one seems to be their favourite. You’ll need all the help you can get. So we’ll gather all the other lava gogs we can find and we’ll be right behind you. In the meantime, just…be careful. The Grooms are incredibly sly. Even without their music boxes, they can lash out with their claws and they’re very strong. As soon as you have your friends, you must dash for the exit as fast as you can.”

“Don’t worry, we intend to,” Bess replied. “We’ll need to get back before the gateway closes.”

Her mind was racing through the calculations. She knew it would be impossible to make it back to the gate in time if they went the entire way on foot, but with luck it should be manageable if they took tunnel shortcuts and caught up with the Train of Dark Wonders along the way. Hopefully Professor Ash had sent another pigeon-gram to Beau by now with an update as to their position. Bess would worry about the train later. Right now, the priority had to be saving her friends.

“Thanks for the information,” she said to Mo. “I’ll see you at the volcano.”

The lava gogs scurried away and Bess turned to Nova. The unicorn regarded her calmly for a moment before lowering her head and nuzzling at the pockets of Bess’s cloak. Bess wondered whether she could smell the dried frog she’d found there. Her hand went to the pocket and pulled it out. Nova gave a whinny of delight as Bess tossed it to her. She gobbled it up with a crunching noise.

“Revolting,” Jet said in disgust.

Bess grinned. It was almost as if her wicked stepsister’s cloak had been made with a cursed unicorn companion in mind.

“A sugared plum is still too much to hope for, I suppose? Everyone gets a treat except Jet.”

“As soon as we’re back home, I promise you’ll have a whole mountain of sugared plums,” Bess told him. “But right now we need to get to the volcanoes.”

Nova bent her forelegs and Bess scrambled on to her back. The unicorn rose swiftly and then they were cantering back through Nightmare Forest. Bess saw various nightmare creatures come to life around them, but she couldn’t make out any properly because they were moving too fast. Their surroundings became a blur of bone-white trees and iron cages, the animals inside still yapping, barking and bleating.

There were no Grooms in sight as they passed through the forest and Bess guessed the lava gogs were right about them heading to the volcano. She felt a dark flicker of fear and uncertainty as she wondered how exactly she was going to manage to get past the Grooms, find her friends, free them from their cage and make it back to the gateway in time.

At least passing through Nightmare Forest was much quicker on unicorn-back, even if Bess did jolt around painfully on top of Nova and had to work hard to stay on. For the first time in her life, she wished she’d taken riding lessons, but she was sure she’d pick it up soon enough with practice. She was glad to reach the outskirts of the swamp where she could return to the ground.

When Bess dismounted, she found she could hardly stand up, her legs were trembling so badly. She held on to Nova’s side for support and gazed around, searching for signs of Frankie. The shapeshifter was nowhere to be seen and Bess was just starting to worry when a bright blue wombat swooped down from the trees. There was a swirl of blue smoke and then Frankie stood beside her in her human form.

“Well!” she whistled through her teeth, staring at the unicorn. “That was quite the entrance! It looks like you’ve been busy.”

Bess quickly told Frankie about how she’d freed Nova and recounted her conversation with the lava gogs.

“Righto,” Frankie replied. “To the volcano it is.”

“The lava gogs said Nova probably wouldn’t let anyone else on her back,” Bess said apologetically.

“I’m amazed she lets you,” Frankie said. “She must think very highly of you. Cursed unicorns aren’t known for being soft and cuddly, even with someone who’s saved their life. Perhaps she can smell the stepsister blood in you. Anyway, don’t you worry about me. I’ll turn into something that’ll be able to keep up.”

The next moment she was a blue leopard, padding along silently as they followed Nova around the outskirts of the swamp. The unicorn headed to a nearby swamp tree, pawing at the collection of leaves and twigs that had fallen there. Bess realised they must conceal the entrance to an underground tunnel. She bent down to help and soon the way was cleared. A steep slope led below the ground, stretching out of sight into the darkness. Bess hoped it wouldn’t take too long to travel through, but it was probably better than facing the swamp bears and headless horsewoman again.

She climbed on to Nova’s back. “Let’s go.”
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The tunnels below the swamp were dark and damp and cool. There were no lamps or lanterns. Bess guessed that doom moles and cursed unicorns didn’t need any light. There wasn’t even the glimmer of brightness from stars or glow worms. Bess couldn’t see an inch in front of her face and had to trust blindly in Nova. She was grateful for the firm press of Jet’s claws on her shoulder and comforted by Frankie’s presence too, even if she couldn’t hear her in her silent cat form.

She knew they must be reaching the end of the tunnel when the air started to warm up again, bringing with it the smell of rotten eggs. She’d been expecting the tunnel to come out at the base of the volcano, but instead it sloped upwards, getting hotter and hotter. Bess realised they were travelling up through the volcano itself. The entire tunnel trembled with the ominous rumbling of the lava within. Not only that, but Bess could hear faint moos and grunts, which she guessed must be coming from the lava yaks.

Before long, they emerged on to a sort of viewing platform. To Bess’s dismay, it didn’t have any railings, so there was nothing to separate her from the long drop straight into the lava below. The bright red glow hurt her eyes after the darkness of the tunnel, and she raised her hand to shield them.

Then she heard Beau’s familiar voice cry out. “Is that Bess riding the cursed unicorn? I thought those creatures bit your head off if you tried to touch them!”

She lowered her hand and squinted through the flames. Now that her eyes had adjusted, she saw at close hand how the pit of the volcano was criss-crossed by staircases and walkways. Like everything else in this land, they were a miniature size for the lava gogs and some led to doors carved into the side of the volcano. Thankfully, there was no sign of any Grooms. For now…

On the other side of the volcano there were two cages perched on a shelf cut into the rock, each one full of people. Bess’s heart lifted at the sight of her friends. They all appeared unharmed, although they looked fed up and sweaty. The cage beside them contained five ninja ballerinas and also, to her relief, Madam Blythe. Beau’s mum seemed okay too – in fact, she looked as immaculate as she had in her private study. There wasn’t even a hair out of place in her bun.

But there was one person who wasn’t locked up inside a cage. Bess recognised Ava’s strawberry-blonde hair. It was so hot inside the volcano that she’d removed her hoodie to reveal a silver leotard. It had a mirrored appearance, very much like Bess’s cloak, and she wondered whether it might contain similar magic. If Ava was wearing a curse-proof leotard, that would explain how she’d managed to avoid getting trapped in a cage with the others. She was kneeling on the ground, balanced precariously on the ledge, trying to pick a lock. Ava paused at the sight of Bess. In fact, everyone was staring at her.

She realised she must make something of a startling sight with her cursed unicorn, long cape, shoulder raven and blue panther. She lifted her hand in a wave but felt her pleasure at seeing them start to give way to darker feelings of worry. The cages were on the other side of the volcano. How was she going to get over there and open them?

“I’ve been trying to pick the lock,” Ava called over. “But it’s… I’ve never come across one like this before. I can’t crack it!”

“I can help, but I’ve got to get to you first!” Bess replied.

She scanned the crater again, taking in the walkways and steps. Like the viewing platform, there were no handrails. She guessed it probably wasn’t a big deal to a lava gog if it tumbled into the lava, but it would be a very big problem for Bess. Because they were designed for much smaller creatures, the steps and walkways were far narrower than she would have liked – too narrow for the unicorn to walk across. Nova’s only route out was to follow a wider path winding its way from the viewing platform up the sides of the crater to the top.

At least the walkways across the lava pit looked strong. After all, they were cut out of solid rock and weren’t flimsy and wobbly like the rope bridges. And they would be much the quickest way to reach her friends. Bess reckoned she could probably pick her way across – as long as she was extremely careful and sure-footed, and as long as nothing startled her, and as long as there was no sudden surge of lava from below… Bess shook her head. Probably best not to think about all the potential pitfalls and just get on with it. She slid down from Nova’s back at the same moment that Frankie transformed into a person.

“Right,” the animal handler said. “This looks like it’s going to be a bit of a sticky wicket. Some of those walkways are practically beams. How’s your balance?”

Bess hesitated. Now probably wasn’t a good time to tell Frankie about how difficult she always found the beams in PE. Or about the time she fell off and gave herself a black eye.

“My balance is all right,” she mumbled. “Plus…you know, I’ll have the added motivation of the lava.”

Frankie didn’t look convinced. “How difficult is lock-picking?” she asked. “I could take your kit and turn into a bird to fly over. Can you teach me how to unpick the locks?”

“Not in five minutes,” Bess protested. “Besides, I’m sure the ninjas all have plenty of lock-picking training, so if Ava can’t do it then you probably won’t be able to either.”

“Same goes for you, doesn’t it?” Frankie said.

“Maybe,” Bess replied. “But I’ve never yet come across a lock I can’t pick. And I got Nova out of one of those cages, didn’t I?”

You’ve got the knack, her pops had often said in delight.

And now, perhaps, she would get another chance to put this skill to vital use. She was about to say as much to Frankie when one of the doors in the volcano wall opposite suddenly flew open and a bunch of lava gogs tumbled out. They ran across the walkways and bridges until they reached Bess on her platform.

“We made the Grooms think you’d headed towards that black train in the forest,” Mo panted. Bess guessed he was talking about the Shadow Train. “Two of them have headed there. The third stayed behind at the cottage to work on a music box. They must have been working on it before – it’s already half finished so it probably won’t take long to complete. We don’t know what creature it’s for. Hopefully not people, as they already thought they had one of those. The Grooms will soon realise you’re not at the train, though. Whatever you’re going to do, you need to do it quickly.”

“Right,” Bess said. She looked at Frankie. “I’m going.”

“It looks like we’re out of options,” Frankie agreed with a sigh. “I’ll be right there with you.”

She quickly transformed into a little bright blue monkey and scampered on to the nearest walkway with her tail held high in a jaunty fashion.

“We’ll make sure Nova gets out safely and you can meet us at the top,” said Mo as some of the lava gogs gathered protectively around the unicorn while a few others ran up to the top of the volcano to keep watch, Jet swooping behind them.

Bess nodded and took a deep breath. Then she stepped behind Frankie. She couldn’t help thinking it was a shame that her cloak didn’t protect her from heights and lava as well as curses, but perhaps that was asking too much. The intense heat and stomach-churning sight of the great drop below made her hands and forehead drip with sweat, and soon it was running into her eyes.

She tried hard not to look down. Instead, she fixed her gaze on Frankie’s blue tail bobbing just ahead of her. Bess carefully placed her feet one step at a time, inching her way across the crater to a central platform. None of her friends or the ballerinas spoke. She guessed they had enough sense to realise that she needed them to be quiet so she could concentrate. The lava was another matter. From the corner of her eye, Bess could see it roiling and leaping and splashing. And beneath the bubbling of the lava and the ever-present grumbling of the volcano, there were the moos and grunts again too.

Bess was about halfway across the walkway when she made the mistake of glancing down. The sight below fixed her to the spot with dread. The lava seemed to be splashing higher than before, and even worse, she caught a glimpse of the lava yaks. They were massive beasts with great, shaggy coats of flames and dangerously sharp horns upon their heads. But the most startling thing was the sheer number of them – there were hundreds down there.

“Don’t worry about the lava yaks,” Mo called softly. “They won’t wake up unless there’s a big eruption.”

For the first time, Bess realised that the yaks were indeed asleep, nestled in the flames of the lava. They must have been mooing and grunting in their dreams. So at least that was one less thing to fret about. She dragged her eyes from the lava and looked at Frankie instead. The little blue monkey was waiting patiently up ahead. Bess steeled herself and began to walk the last remaining paces to the end of the walkway, where it joined up to the central platform. Bess’s legs had started to tremble and she couldn’t stop thinking how easy it would be to slip straight off the edge and into the pit of bubbling lava below.

But there was no turning back now. And giving up wasn’t an option. She couldn’t let her friends down. If she didn’t do this, then none of them were going home, period.

There were cheers of encouragement from the others when she reached the relative safety of the platform. From here, several more walkways branched off, spanning the crater. But only one of them led directly to the shelf of rock holding the cages. If the last walkway had been narrow, this one was even worse and even more like a beam. Bess judged it was just about wide enough for her to place one foot in front of the other. Her heart sank at the thought of attempting to cross it. But there was no other way.

She wiped the sweat from her eyes, swallowed down her fear and stepped forward, stretching her arms out on either side for balance. Never in her life had Bess ever concentrated so much on the task ahead. With an iron will, she kept her eyes locked on the beam, refusing to glance at the lava below or to check to see how much further it was to the cages. Everything depended on her managing to cross this beam and she was doing it. She was keeping the trembling under control…

But then there was a panicked shout from the lava gogs above. “It’s the Grooms! They’re coming!”

The sudden yell made Bess wobble. Her arms flailed as she desperately tried to compensate, but it was too late. Her foot slipped from the edge and the rest of her body began to follow – down towards the lava.





[image: ]


An icy grenade of fear exploded in the pit of Bess’s stomach as she lost her balance and fell. She couldn’t breathe as her hands grabbed hopelessly for the walkway and she realised with an awful clarity that this was it. There was absolutely no way she was getting out of this…

But then a hand wrapped tightly around her wrist and suddenly Bess wasn’t falling anymore – she was dangling. She opened her eyes and stared up at Ava. The ballerina was hanging upside down with her legs wrapped around the walkway. One hand had Bess’s wrist in a vice-like grip, the other was held out, waiting. Bess hastily reached her other arm up so that Ava could grab on to it too. It was very painful being held in this way, but Bess was extremely grateful to the other girl. “Don’t let go!” she gasped.

“Don’t worry,” Ava replied, gritting her teeth. “I won’t.”

She launched into a somersault and swung Bess back up on to the walkway. Bess landed face down with a thud and a grunt as Ava fell into a graceful crouch beside her. Frankie, still in her monkey form, gave her an encouraging pat on the back, and then the three of them scrambled the last few steps to the cages.

“There’s no time!” one of the lava gogs called as Bess pulled out her lock-picking kit. “The Grooms will be here any moment! You have to go now!”

“We leave together,” Bess shouted back, “or not at all!”

She was delighted to see her friends, but it was horrible having iron bars between them. There was no opportunity for greetings or questions. She went straight to work on the lock while Ava picked up her tools and got back to work on the other cage. Bess was relieved to see that the mechanism was similar to the one on Nova’s cage. She could do this, she realised as she probed and prodded with her tools. She could save her friends.

“Oh no!” Maria suddenly groaned. “The Grooms!”

Bess risked a glance over her shoulder and saw that two of the Grooms had appeared at the volcano’s rim. One group of lava gogs was still ushering Nova up the path leading out of the volcano and there was no turning around now, so the other group at the top hurled themselves at the Grooms. The troll-like creatures may not have been born fighters, but they made quite effective boulders and successfully managed to knock one of the Grooms right off the edge, sending him tumbling down the outside of the volcano. The remaining Groom was better at dodging them, though. Bess was dismayed to see that he had the magic net in his hand and was scrambling down the path towards Nova.

Bess forced herself to turn back towards the cage, fixing all her attention upon the lock. Finally, there was the long-awaited click and her friends cheered as the door swung open, but Bess was already running over to help Ava with the second lock. Now that she knew what she was doing, she had the other cage open within moments. The dancers all sprang out along with Madam Blythe and began climbing straight up the nearest staircase leading out of the volcano. The lava gogs and Nova were close to the top of the volcano, but the Groom was barring their way. They were trapped.

“Move faster!” Madam Blythe ordered the dancers.

Frankie had turned into a bird and swooped ahead with Jet while the others ran up the steps. Bess gave a shout of alarm as she saw the Groom hurl the net at Nova. It spun towards the unicorn with deadly purpose, but Madam Blythe suddenly had a sword in her hand and flung this across the crater and into the net’s path with pinpoint accuracy, slicing it cleanly in two. At the same moment, Nova reared up on to her hind legs and made a terrifying sound, somewhere between a snarl and a roar. The pieces of the net fell into the lava and the Groom staggered back as the unicorn pushed past him with the lava gogs. Within seconds, the Groom had recovered himself and was scrambling after them.

Bess and her friends finally reached the top of the volcano and clambered over the edge. To their huge relief, the Train of Dark Wonders was visible a little distance away, steaming through the Encore Flamingo Salt Flats.

“Another pigeon-gram came while we were in the cage,” Beau panted beside her. “I told Professor Ash we were trapped in the volcano.”

If they could reach the train, they could outrun the Grooms and make it back to the gate before it closed. It would take a fraction of the time to get there by steam train and the gate wasn’t due to close until tomorrow. Perhaps they stood a chance after all…

They had to get down the volcano first, though, and it had taken a good two hours to climb. But then one of the lava gogs pressed a button concealed on the side of the volcano and the steps promptly folded in on themselves and turned into a slide. Suddenly they were all racing down at top speed, with Nova and the lava gogs leading the way. The Groom was still close behind, but if they could just reach the train then they could make their escape. They were almost at the bottom of the volcano when there was a great bubbling and rumbling from within its depths, far louder than before. The lava gogs turned to look up at it.

“But…that can’t be!” one of them gasped in horror. “It’s too soon for another big eruption. The yaks!”

But even as he spoke, a great splash of molten hot lava came right up out of the top of the volcano, and Bess could hear the yaks within – not grunting this time but bellowing. They were most definitely awake.

“It must be the Groom with the music box back at the cottage,” one of the lava gogs called as they all shot out of the end of the slide and skidded on to the ground. “He’s created one for the lava yaks. Run as fast as you can! We’ll be fine if you can get Nova out!”

“But our train!” Ava cried. “We have to go back to the forest for it!”

“Forget the train!” Beau replied, scrambling to his feet at the base of the volcano. “There isn’t time to go back. It’s gone.”

Ava gritted her teeth. Perhaps she was thinking of her beloved collection of lucky elephants, but she saw the truth of Beau’s words and nodded. They started forwards just as the first lava yak emerged from the top. It was a dismaying sight – huge and fierce with fire that blazed and burned. There was barely time to take in the giant beast before another and another and another appeared beside it. Before long there were dozens of them stampeding down the side of the volcano, and pretty soon there would be hundreds more.

Bess felt a great swell of dread rise up inside her. The Grooms must have had lava-proof cloaks as the one who’d been pursuing them was now scrambling up on to the back of a yak. The Groom who’d fallen from the volcano earlier was doing the same thing. Bess reached into her bag and yanked out her green pumpkin. Everyone leaped back as it transformed into a carriage and Maria lost no time in producing the fire horses.

“Everyone climb on, quick!” Louie called. There was just about room inside the carriage for six of them – Beau, Maria, Louie and three of the ninjas. Two more clung to the roof while Madam Blythe and Ava jumped on to the driver’s seat. Bess climbed on to Nova’s back and then they were racing across the salt flats as fast as they possibly could, Jet and Frankie flying in the sky above them.

They didn’t see any flamingos and Bess guessed they were all locked up in the Grooms’ cages by now. But even if the dancing birds had still been there, it would have been impossible to look at them properly because they were racing so fast.
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The fire horses were galloping at top speed and so was Nova. They were flying along towards the Train of Dark Wonders, but Bess still feared it wouldn’t be enough. The lava yaks were thundering behind them, braying and bellowing. And the two Grooms were near the front, stretching out eagerly with their claws every time they got close.

They could see the Train of Dark Wonders just ahead. It was charging along the tracks towards them, steam puffing frantically from its funnel. Bess flinched at the sound of a bellow from a lava yak, horribly close, and heard the rasping voice of a Groom ordering the humans to stop. They were almost at the train, but Bess wasn’t sure they’d quite make it in time.

“What about my stepsister voice?” she asked Jet as the raven swooped to land on her shoulder. “Can I use that?”

“It won’t work on a fire beast,” he replied. “Flesh-and-blood animals only.”

The Train of Dark Wonders was already applying the brakes. Bess could hear the squeal of metal on metal accompanied by a faint burning smell. But they would need a few valuable moments to scramble aboard, moments that it was starting to look as if they wouldn’t have…

Then Bess saw that Maria was hanging out from the window of the pumpkin carriage, sparks fizzing between her fingers. Cedric was gripping tightly to her ear as she shouted out a stream of magic words, and suddenly a sleek fire wolf appeared on the track behind them, followed by another and another until there was a snarling pack barring the lava yaks’ way. The creatures lurched off course in panic, their bellows taking on a fearful edge as they ran straight into the steam from the Train of Dark Wonders, which screeched to a stop beside them.

The Grooms began shrieking and clawing at their own cloaks, which Bess realised were smoking. She recalled what Pogo had told them about Grooms being unable to touch water and guessed that the steam from the train must be harmful to them too. They both leaped from the lava yaks and staggered back, taking cover behind the beasts.

At the same time, the door to the nearest carriage slammed open and there was Professor Ash, urging them all inside. The wolves were keeping the yaks at bay for now, but Bess saw that it would only buy them minutes. There were hundreds of yaks, after all, and only a dozen or so wolves, and the yaks didn’t seem to be bothered by the steam like the Grooms were.

The stepsister carriage skidded to a stop and everyone tumbled out to climb aboard the train. Maria dismissed the fire horses and Bess turned the carriage back into a pumpkin. Maria snatched it up and jumped on to the train with the others as Frankie swooped in through an open window. The carriages were already starting to reverse backwards along the tracks, in the direction of the gateway.

“Bess, come on!” Louie called through the window. “We need to leave!”

For the first time, Bess realised that she hadn’t told anyone but Frankie that Nova would be joining them.

“The unicorn!” she gasped out. “She’s coming too.”

But how were they going to get Nova on to the train? The carriage doors were too narrow.

“We can’t bring the unicorn!” Professor Ash called back, sounding panicked for the first time since she’d known him. “The train is leaving – we have to go!”

Bess glanced back at the yaks and saw that they were already overwhelming the wolves, who were starting to retreat. The Grooms had circled around the steam and were headed straight towards Nova, their clothes still smoking as they reached out with their dirty claws. If Bess left the unicorn behind, the Grooms would surely capture her. Bess couldn’t abandon Nova. She wouldn’t.

The train was pulling forwards and she urged Nova into a trot to keep up. She guessed the roof was too high for a unicorn to jump up to, but it suddenly occurred to her that there was one carriage designed for larger creatures and that was the menagerie. Perhaps it had a larger set of doors. The problem was that the train was rapidly gathering speed and Nova was now having to canter in order to keep up. She heard the Grooms howl in despair as they dropped behind.

Professor Ash and her friends were all hanging out of the carriage window shouting various things, but it was difficult for Bess to make them out. Nova was fast, but she’d never be able to keep up with the Train of Dark Wonders going at top speed. She could hear the Grooms croaking out threats and the yaks were thundering along behind them once more.

“They’re right!” Jet shrieked in her ear. “We’ve got to leave the unicorn behind.”

“No,” Bess said. “We need to find the menagerie carriage.”

Jet gave a squawk of disbelief. “And who’s going to open the door?”

Bess groaned. Who was going to open it? She couldn’t exactly leap from Nova’s back on to a moving train to do it herself.

“No one’s even allowed in there but Frankie!” Jet said.

“Frankie!” Bess exclaimed. “She knows that Nova’s coming with us. She’ll open the door.”

Nova had broken into a full gallop by now and when Bess glanced over her shoulder she saw more wolves in their wake. Only these weren’t made from fire but were straight out of nightmares, with over-long snouts and impossible numbers of teeth, mangy and hungry, desperate and dangerous. The lava yaks changed course every time they approached one of the nightmare creatures, but they were still hurtling forwards at an alarming speed. Bess could only pray that Frankie would open the door for them and that Nova could manage to jump aboard before the train steamed away.

Bess faced forwards again as the train window just ahead suddenly smashed open in a shower of glass and a gigantic blue tentacle shot from it. Whip-fast, it coiled around both Bess and Nova, plucking them straight from the ground. Jet dug his claws harder into Bess’s shoulder and the unicorn gave a whinny of alarm and began to thrash about. Bess quickly leaned forward to reassure her.

“It’s okay!” she said. “I think it’s Frankie.”

It was hard to tell because Bess knew that Barbara had bright blue tentacles too. Either way, the creature clearly didn’t mean them harm. It curled its tentacle to deposit them carefully up on the roof of the carriage before disappearing back through the window. Then the train gave a loud blast on its whistle and went to top speed. Bess leaped down from Nova’s back, keeping a hand on the unicorn’s flank to steady her. As she gazed through the steam from the engine, she saw the yaks dropping further and further into the distance, along with the Grooms, who were hunched on their knees in defeat.

Bess felt a great wave of relief sweep through her. They had done it. They had made their escape.
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They journeyed quickly through the Land of Cursed Creatures after that. Beau, Maria and Louie soon joined Bess and Nova up on the roof. As usual, the railings had come up and there was seating around the fire pit. It wasn’t the most comfortable way to travel when the train was going so fast, but Professor Ash had told Louie that they didn’t dare stop to move Nova below until they’d left the fire yaks and the Grooms far behind.

When they reached the other side of the salt flats, the train paused just long enough for Bess to coax Nova into jumping down from the roof. Frankie came out to lead the unicorn to the menagerie carriage and Professor Ash was there to welcome the children back on board.

“Sterling work,” he said approvingly. “I’m not entirely sure why we’re bringing a cursed unicorn with us, but I’m sure someone will be kind enough to shed light on the matter in due course. For now, let’s focus on getting out of here.” He gave a faint shudder. “Personally, I’ve had enough cursed clams to last me a lifetime. You children are lucky you didn’t run into them.”

“Dad!” Louie protested. “I really don’t think that a cursed clam can be any worse than a zombie duck or a headless horsewoman or a haunted lobster—”

“Trust me,” Professor Ash replied, holding up his hand to stop Louie. “Nothing can compare with the cursed clams. Now, the train is ready to depart. Perhaps you might check on our guests in the saloon? I’m sure you’re eager to be reconciled with your mother, Beau. I’ll join you presently.”

Professor Ash hurried off in the direction of the engine, leaving the children to make their way down the corridor. Bess was glad to be surrounded by the friendly orange glow of the carriage lamps once again. The train jolted into action as they went, rapidly picking up speed, the landscape outside passing by in a blur.

They entered the saloon to join Madam Blythe and her dancers. Someone had provided them with pots of blue tea and sugared biscuits in the shape of trains. Madam Blythe rose to her feet, her eyes fixed on Beau in a stern manner.

“I believe I told you not to enter the Land of Cursed Creatures, my boy.”

“That’s a nice thank you,” Beau replied, rolling his eyes. “Seeing as we rescued you from your kidnappers.”

“You did no such thing,” Madam Blythe said. “I had everything under control. And I wasn’t kidnapped, although I let the Grooms think that’s what was happening. I wanted to go with them.”

Beau stared at her. “What are you talking about? Why would you want to be locked up in a cage?”

“Don’t be absurd. I worked out how to unpick that lock days ago. I could come and go as I pleased, which meant I could search for my swans without the Grooms’ knowledge. Madam Blythe’s School of Ballet must have cursed swans upon its lake.”

“So where are they then?” Beau pointed out.

“I ran out of time,” Madam Blythe said coolly. “But I didn’t leave empty-handed.”

She nodded at the table and the children realised there was a pair of large swan eggs sitting beside the teapot.

Beau shook his head. “But… But if you had the eggs and you knew how to get out of the cage, why didn’t you just unpick the lock rather than waiting for Bess to do it?”

“I wasn’t waiting for your friend to do it.” Madam Blythe cast a withering look at her assembled dancers, who all looked down at the table glumly. “I was waiting for one of my dancers to do it. Sometimes a little pressure can add the extra incentive needed. It really ought to have been perfectly within their grasp to free themselves from that cage. I see that some extra training is required in that department once we return to the school. It was a great pity to lose the train too.”

“Mum!” Beau groaned. “That’s really irresponsible. Bess almost fell into the lava trying to get across to you.”

“Don’t be silly,” Madam Blythe replied. “I knew Ava wouldn’t let her fall. At least she had the sense to put on that curse-proof leotard before entering this land. A most successful prototype – we shall definitely make more.” She turned her gaze to Bess. “Your balance could do with improvement, young lady, but you certainly have great initiative and courage, and that was some superb work with the locks. There’s a place for you at my school any time you want it.”

Bess’s eyes widened. “Really?”

She felt a fierce little flame of excitement come to life inside her at the possibility. Could she persuade her parents to let her join the school? The thought of swapping her boring classes for something secret and fascinating was like a dream come true. She rather fancied learning to wield a sword, to say nothing of those throwing blades… But her parents would probably never agree to it and there was the Odditorium to consider too.

“Thank you, Madam Blythe,” she said. “It would be a great honour. I have commitments at home, though.”

“Think it over.”

“I will.”

“And, Beau,” Madam Blythe said.

“Yes?”

“While it’s true that I had the vast majority of the situation in hand, it’s also the case that I hadn’t foreseen the issue with the lava yaks. I’m entirely confident that we would have found some way to escape this land on our own, but I won’t deny that it was useful to have the assistance of your friend’s carriage and to now be able to enjoy the hospitality of the Train of Dark Wonders.” She fixed her son with a close look. “These are remarkable people you have surrounded yourself with. I can see the appeal.” She took a sip of tea. “Perhaps you might show me these puppets of yours before you leave, after all. I’m sure Arthur would like to see them too.”

Bess guessed this was as close as Beau’s mum was ever going to get to making up with her son or offering affection. She was glad to see a grin spread over Beau’s face. At the same time, she felt a flash of gratitude for her own mum, who was always generous with her hugs and kisses and love. She suddenly found she was looking forward to going home to her parents.

“Of course,” Beau said. “But right now, I’ve got an important puppet I need to work on. I’ll see you all soon.”

The train travelled swiftly through the night and everyone was relieved when the Lake of Zombie Ducks came into view at the end of the next day, with the tunnel to the gateway just beyond it. The lake itself was still a pile of mud, with no swans in sight – only the ducks, who flapped after the train in a bloodthirsty way but had no hope of being able to fly fast enough to catch it.

The train whistled on through the tunnel and only slowed down when it had passed safely through the gates. The gateway was due to leave in less than an hour, so Bess and the others lingered in the tunnel to keep an eye on it while the train went on a short way to the ballet school platform. No one wanted a Groom or a zombie duck to burst through at the last moment. Hopefully, the Grooms’ power was already starting to fade now that Nova was no longer in their land, and the lava gogs would soon get everything back to the way it had been before.

It was a relief when a deep rumbling announced that the gateway was leaving. They watched it slip away into the rock.

“Well, that’s that for another couple of years,” Madam Blythe said. “I think a celebratory banquet is in order. You’re all welcome to join us.”


[image: ]


They ate in a very grand hall in the school. Roasted meats, platters of cheese and dishes of cakes and pastries seemed to appear from nowhere. Theodore was overjoyed to see Madam Blythe and the others again, and Arthur was delighted to be reunited with his family. Bess could see how glad Beau was to share a meal with his brother too. After they’d finished, Madam Blythe invited him to bring out his puppets and put on a show, which he did with great relish.

“Your place is with the Train of Dark Wonders,” Madam Blythe said afterwards. “I see that now. But perhaps you might come back and visit us from time to time.”

Beau grinned and Arthur was beaming. “I would like that,” he said.

Bess and the others returned to the train after dinner to sleep in their compartments. Beau came back with them but not to sleep – instead he worked through the night to finish making an elephant puppet, which he presented to Ava before they left the next morning.
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“To make a start on your new collection,” he told her.

The elephant was a beautiful felt creation that blew bubbles from its trunk as it wandered up and down. Ava looked delighted with it and gave Beau a quick hug. “I still don’t forgive you,” she said. “But…well, I guess I understand. Perhaps you could send me a postcard every now and then?”

“I will,” Beau promised.

Then they all said their goodbyes and climbed aboard the train. It was time to go home.
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Bess was feeling rather pleased with how their mission had gone. Not only had they rescued Beau’s mum and defeated the Grooms, but she had a fantastic guard beast for her own tunnels as well. It seemed like it really couldn’t have gone any better. And then they stopped at Dark Central Station and she made a discovery that completely ruined her good mood.

The engine needed refuelling, so they took the opportunity to stretch their legs. Bess had never explored the station properly before and enjoyed walking around, looking at all the different types of trains and people. But then her eye fell on a wall of timetables and she froze.

“What’s wrong?” Maria asked. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

“It’s…this timetable,” Bess said, stepping closer. “It must be wrong.”

“They’re rarely wrong,” Louie told her. “Sometimes they might be out by an hour or two, but that’s about it. These are the master timetables put up by the trolls.”

“But… But, look.” Bess pointed. “This one is for the Land of Fairy Tales. It’s not meant to be back for another hundred years, but according to this it’ll be here in less than a month!”

No one could understand it. When Professor Ash made enquiries with the staff at the station, he was told that the timetable had indeed changed, but no one knew why. The workings of the gateways were a bit of a mystery to everyone except the trolls.

“Maybe someone found a way of bringing the gate here sooner,” the station manager said with a shrug.

“It’s Cinderella,” Bess said grimly. “I know it. She’s worked out where her slipper is and she’s coming after it.”

“There must be a way to lock up the gateway,” Professor Ash replied, although he looked concerned. “We’ll think of something.” He gave Bess’s shoulder a squeeze. “Don’t worry. You won’t have to deal with this alone.”

In the meantime, the only thing for it was to return home. The Train of Dark Wonders parked at the platform beneath the Odditorium and Bess was glad of the opportunity to show everyone around the museum, although it was now overrun with brambles that had spread up from the tunnels. Jamie muttered darkly about the spinning wheel spinning its mirrored thread every hour of the day and night. When Bess told him about the gateway and how it was arriving earlier than expected, he went completely pale.

“But it can’t,” he croaked. “It’s not possible.”

“It can and it is,” Bess replied. She rolled up her sleeves. “Let Cinderella come. This has gone on long enough.”

There were plans to be made and she would need to have a very frank conversation with her parents too. But part of her relished the opportunity. She didn’t want to spend her whole life looking over her shoulder and worrying about a fairytale queen catching up with her. Far better to resolve the matter once and for all.

“But what will we do when she gets here?” Jamie groaned.

“I don’t know yet,” Bess admitted. “But I’m from a family of wicked stepsisters. I’ll figure it out.”




 

 

See where Bess’s adventures aboard the
Train of Dark Wonders started…
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Bess Harper gritted her teeth, determined not to cry as she walked up the steps to the front doors of Harper’s Odditorium. Even the whispering flowers adorning the walls of the building were shedding their dark petals as if in mourning, and murmuring sadly to themselves. Bess loved Grandfather Henry and his peculiar museum, and now it seemed she would lose both in the space of a single week. She couldn’t bear the thought that she would never again curl up beside Pops on the battered sofa in his study, listening to tales of his travels and adventures.

As if that weren’t bad enough, Bess’s dad and her Uncle Norman were sure to inherit the Odditorium and they intended to sell off the exhibits and close its doors forever. For some reason, Uncle Norman really seemed to hate the place. And her dad was a quiet man with no interest in strange museums and no desire to quarrel with his older brother.

“It’s just a pile of old junk,” Uncle Norman had said when he’d come to dinner the night before. “It ought to have been scrapped years ago.”

“What about Blizzard?” Bess asked. “The Odditorium is his home!”

“We’ll find another home for him.”

“But you’re always saying he’s a horrible beast that no one in their right mind would want!” Bess protested. “What if he goes to someone who doesn’t treat him properly? Someone who doesn’t understand him?”

“Bess, please. You’re giving me a headache.” Uncle Norman let out a weary sigh. “You can rest assured that we’ll find a home for him in a zoo somewhere. That’s where he ought to have been all along. My father had no business keeping a creature like that in the Odditorium.”

Bess later overheard Uncle Norman telling her parents that he’d tried calling a couple of zoos, but they were both full. So he had phoned the local glue factory instead and now poor old Blizzard was due to be shipped off and turned into glue sticks. That was her uncle’s plan at any rate, but it wasn’t Bess’s plan.

The grown-ups were visiting the Odditorium today to meet her grandfather’s lawyer and hear the reading of the will. They had agreed Bess could tag along, so that morning she’d thrown on her favourite Bigfoot T-shirt (for luck), tied her frizzy brown hair into two plaits (for convenience) and given herself an encouraging smile in the bathroom mirror (for courage).

Certainly no one else was going to encourage her with what she had in mind. Her rescue plan was dangerous, desperate and really not at all sensible, but it was also her only chance. When Bess smiled, it made her freckles more pronounced against her white skin. This reminded her of her grandfather and strengthened her determination. She took a deep breath and nodded at her reflection. She could do this. She had to. For Blizzard – and all the other exhibits.

By the time she got to the Odditorium, Uncle Norman and the lawyer were already there. Bess knew she wouldn’t have long. She left her parents in the study with the other two and darted down the dusty hallway.

When it was originally built, some fifty years ago, the museum had been a grand mansion. Henry Harper had designed it himself, which was why it had a pleasing number of secret passages and spiral staircases hidden behind sliding bookshelves and paintings. Bess made her way to one of these secret passages now, grateful for the short cut it provided to the other side of the museum.

Uncle Norman and Bess’s dad had both grown up here with their father and their mother, Lucy, who had passed away before Bess was born. The building hadn’t been an Odditorium back then of course, but Pops had already been working on filling the rooms.

He’d often entertain Bess with accounts of his early quests for strange and interesting objects. Bess was never quite sure how much of this was truth and how much was fiction. Pops refused to speak about the years before he came to Roseville, including the family he’d left behind. Bess’s dad and uncle had never met their grandparents. Nobody knew how Pops had made so much money either – enough to build this very mansion. Bess liked to think he’d been a jewel thief or something equally thrilling.

From the outside, the Odditorium still looked like a house, with its pillars and balconies. For as long as Bess could remember, the walls had been covered in whispering flowers, their black petals edged with dark purple and dusky red. Henry had loved the flowers, but most people were wary of them because of all the teeth – sharp little rows nestled in the centre of the petals. The whispering flowers had never bitten anyone that Bess was aware of, but she’d always had the feeling that one day they just might.

They whispered non-stop, day and night, and sometimes you could glimpse the small dark flicker of a tongue within the petals. It was impossible to tell what they whispered about – although Bess had often strained her ears trying – because they all spoke different things at different times, creating a murmuring hush of sound.

Beyond the front doors, the Odditorium was transformed from the home it had once been. After the boys had grown up and moved out and Lucy had died, Henry expanded his collections until they filled most of the rooms. Then one day he decided to open his doors to the public, and nothing had been the same since.

The museum could certainly do with a good clean and a spruce-up. It had been closed for over a month, ever since Pops fell ill. There was only a handful of staff and they’d been let go when the Odditorium closed. All except Jamie, the caretaker, who’d been coming in twice a day to feed Blizzard, water the whispering flowers and check that Jessie the haunted doll wasn’t causing too much havoc.

Jamie was a very old friend of Bess’s grandfather and had worked at the Odditorium ever since it first opened. He knew how to handle all the exhibits safely and had done an excellent job of looking after the place, but it had still been hard for Bess not to be allowed to go there herself. At least she’d been permitted to visit Pops in the hospital, but it had seemed so wrong seeing him there, surrounded by white sheets and beeping machines. He belonged in the Odditorium with all his beloved books and fascinating objects.

She was glad to be back at last, although it was strange to find the museum deserted. Usually there were a few people wandering about, inspecting the curiosities or gazing up at the gigantic whale skeleton suspended from the lobby ceiling. But, when Bess emerged from the secret passage into a hallway, there wasn’t a soul around. Motes of dust danced in the beams of light slanting through the large windows and there were several impressive spiderwebs spun round the chandeliers too. Bess was relieved that she could still make out the Odditorium’s distinctive smell, her favourite scent in the whole world – a mixture of wax, maps and yellowed old bones.

Her footsteps echoed loudly as she hurried down the hallway, glancing into various rooms along the way. She wished she had time to rescue some of her other favourite exhibits – the mechanical fortune-teller, the complete set of elephant armour or the taxidermy specimen of a two-headed cat. But she would need every moment for Blizzard today. He was quite old now and moved about at a painfully slow speed – when he deigned to move at all.

She soon reached Blizzard’s room at the end of the hallway. It was locked, as expected, but that wouldn’t stop Bess for long. Pops had taught her many skills, some of which her parents knew about – such as map-reading – and others that she and Pops had kept secret. Bess’s parents had no idea she knew how to charm a snake or catch a haunted doll, and they certainly hadn’t a clue that she was an expert at lock-picking. She’d become even better at it than Pops in the end.

A few months ago, on her eleventh birthday, he’d given her a secret present – a little leather pouch filled with lock-picking equipment. There was a message inscribed on the inside of the flap:


For my darling Bess,

May you find great adventures behind any

door you choose.

Love and mischief,

Pops xoxo



Bess never went anywhere without it and it took her less than a minute to get through the door. Back when the museum had been a mansion, this had been the ballroom. Uncle Norman always complained it was yet another example of Pops’s eccentricity that he’d built such a lavish mansion for a family of four. Bess got the impression that her uncle and dad would both have preferred an ordinary home like their friends’. But Bess thought ordinary was overrated.

It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the murky darkness. The tall windows were lined with heavy wooden shutters because Blizzard was sensitive to light. The smell was just the same as always – swampy water mixed with a tang of bony fish and musty damp. Traces of the ballroom’s previous use still remained in the cobwebbed chandelier hanging from the ceiling and the pale blue marble floor. When Pops had been younger and Lucy was still alive, they’d thrown lavish Christmas parties and invited the whole town. There hadn’t been a swamp inside the ballroom back then of course.

The Odditorium had many large rooms, but the ballroom was the only one big enough to house Blizzard’s immense tank. It took up almost the entire floor and contained an artificial swamp as well as a beach lined with glowing red heat lamps. There were several trees spread throughout the massive space, with long tendrils of hanging moss trailing down from their branches. In years gone by, visitors had sometimes complained that the darkness and the dense vegetation made it difficult to see inside the tank properly, but Pops had always insisted that an animal’s comfort must come first.

Blizzard was much easier to spot nowadays though. At almost sixty years old, he spent most of his time basking beneath the heat lamps. Bess very much hoped this would be the case today as she ran up the curved staircase to the viewing platform. She peered over the side of the tank and, to her relief, there Blizzard was, stretched out upon the sand, snoring softly.

Bess paused for a moment to marvel at him. She didn’t care what her uncle said – she thought he was spectacular. After all, it wasn’t every day you got to stand so close to a three-metre-long white alligator.
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