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PART ONE: THE OUTLAW

Chapter One: The Awfulness of Cousin Tracy
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Detective McDivott spawned in the usual place, all muscles and body armour and giant chin, crouching behind an oil drum. He came up firing, as the enemy bots spilled out of a warehouse at the far end of the yard. Three of them went down.

‘Headshot!’

McDivott dodged behind a wall to avoid a hail of bullets. Two more bots closed in, trying to outflank him. He teleported to a concrete walkway, shot the bot that appeared in front of him, vaulted the rail to avoid a spray of machine-gun fire and landed, taking hits...

The screen flickered dark. ‘You are Dead’, the game announced. ‘Hit the Primary Fire-Button to Continue.’

Steven’s finger stabbed the green button on the controller.

McDivott re-spawned behind the oil drum. This time he dealt with the enemies from the warehouse with a couple of grenades, then made for the point on the map where he could intercept the gang leaders receiving the cash for the arms deal. Racing up stairways and leaping between buildings, he soon reached the roof of the disused factory.

Now only the gang leaders – the notorious Jobson Twins – stood between him and completing the mission. He’d just got into position behind a chimney stack, ready to pelt them with grenades, when a bizarre little figure appeared in the concrete yard...

Steven thought it must be a player, because it wasn’t one of the game’s characters – but its avatar was like nothing he’d seen before. It looked like an ancient little boy dressed in a mould-green hoody and grubby grey jeans. Its head was far too big for its scrawny body, and below its thick fringe of dark hair its nut-brown face was all wrinkled like a prune. Its eyes were tiny, black and deeply wicked, its eyebrows and nose were sharp and pointy, its huge grin showed a set of large, uneven, yellowish-grey teeth, and its ears looked like the sort of fungal growths you find on rotten tree stumps. Somehow it seemed more real than the rest of the game, making everything else appear flat and dull.

Heart racing, Steven leaned closer as a thought struck him. ‘It can’t be a player,’ he whispered. ‘I’m offline!’

The gremlin seemed to have heard him. It put out its tongue, stuck its oversized thumbs in its ears and waggled its gnarled fingers at him as if it could see him on the other side of the screen. Steven’s hands felt clammy on the controls. He scooted to the corner of the bedroom, switched off the broadband router and crept cautiously back to look at the TV.

The gremlin was still there, still grinning at him.

‘No way,’ said Steven, sitting down slowly on the bed. ‘No... way.’

A thin, rasping voice came from the TV, making him jump. ‘Oh, yes way,’ it said.

The creature’s mouth hadn’t moved; but it pointed downwards with one gnarled finger as a rough, round stone appeared on the ground by its dirty bare feet.

Like the creature itself, the stone looked out of place in the concrete yard. It was worn and weathered, with moss around the bottom. It had letters carved on the front, too small for Steven to read, and a red button on top.

‘This isn’t happening,’ he said, shutting his eyes tight.

When he opened them again, the creature and the stone had gone. A Jobson Twin shot McDivott and the screen flickered dark. ‘You are Dead’, the game announced, ‘Hit the Primary Fire-Button to Continue...’

Steven threw the controller down on the rumpled blue duvet. ‘I’d have finished the mission then if it hadn’t been for that gremlin and its stupid stone! They weren’t supposed to be there!’

The door opened with a soft snigger, and his cousin snuck into the room. ‘Talking to yourself is the first sign of madness,’ she said.

Steven went hot. ‘Can’t you read? The notice on the door says “NO ENTRY – ESPECIALLY TRACY”.’

Tracy’s sharp eyes scanned the room, clocking every detail: the old toys cluttering the shelves, the underpants and socks strewn across the carpet, the half-chewed toffee bar stuck to the top of the bedside table. ‘Why have you got the curtains closed in the middle of the day?’ she said, wrinkling her freckled nose. ‘You could do with opening a window – it smells in here.’

‘So do you,’ growled Steven. ‘Like manky old mushrooms.’

Tracy ignored that. ‘You’re never out of this room,’ she giggled. ‘Your parents will forget you exist. If you went missing, they wouldn’t even notice.’

Steven clenched his fists and tried to think of a good put-down, but he was too slow.

‘All you do is play that stupid game,’ she prattled on. ‘You only like adventures you can control – you’d freak if you got into a real one.’

‘You’re the only freak around here,’ said Steven, finding his tongue. ‘When are you going home?’

‘I don’t know,’ sang Tracy, swinging on the doorknob. ‘In a few weeks, I guess, when Ma gets back from abroad.’

A few weeks! It seemed like a lifetime – far too long to put up with a stupid girl who didn’t like gaming.

‘What would you know about real-life adventures, anyway?’ said Steven.

‘You’d be surprised,’ said Tracy.

‘You’re full of it,’ said Steven.

Tracy didn’t say anything else. She just smiled a sly, superior smile that made Steven want to slap her, and skipped away without closing the door.

* * *
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Steven emerged from his bedroom just before tea and ran down to the kitchen, drawn by the smell of chips. Squinting in the sunlight, he hung around the back door and watched Tracy sitting in the apple tree, talking quietly to herself.

‘Weird,’ he muttered.

‘I expect she’s lonely,’ said Mum, opening the oven to check on the chicken. ‘Why don’t you go out and play with her?’’

‘I’d rather not.’ Steven tried to hold the words in, but they burst out of him. ‘She’s awful, Mum! She’s nothing like I remember her!’

‘She’s growing up,’ said Mum, into the oven.

‘She’s growing horrible,’ said Steven. ‘She doesn’t even look the same. Her eyes are too small and too close together, and her nose turns up so much you can see right inside it, and her teeth are all crooked and dirty – ’

SLAM!! went the oven door, sending an angry gust of hot chicken steam across the room. Mrs Topcliff straightened up, her hands on her hips.

‘OK, I’ll play with her,’ sighed Steven. Mum was still looking thunderous, so he gave her a hasty hug and ran outside.

‘Talking to yourself is the first sign of madness,’ he said as he approached the apple tree.

‘I wasn’t talking to myself,’ said Tracy.

‘Well, you were talking, and no one else was here.’

‘That’s all you know.’ She went into a series of impossible acrobatics, balancing on the branch like a tightrope walker then hanging from it by her knees.

‘Show-off,’ muttered Steven, deliberately not looking at her.

‘Want me to teach you how to do it?’ Her voice actually sounded friendly.

Steven looked up then, but all he saw on her face was that sly, superior smile, looking all the worse for being upside-down. He walked away, kicking an early apple that had fallen from the tree.

‘Where are you going?’ she called after him.

‘There’s something I want to see on telly.’

Tracy swung back up onto the branch. ‘More screen adventures,’ she said, with an exaggerated yawn. ‘Wouldn’t you like to try a real one?’

‘I’m too old for kid’s games,’ said Steven. He ran back indoors, shooting invisible baddies on the way.

‘There, I’ve played with her,’ he told his mother, hurrying on to the living room before she could hassle him any more. He flopped onto the big squishy brown leather sofa, grabbed the remote and surfed the channels until he found what he wanted – a music show featuring a band who’d made a song about his favourite game.

‘Detective McDivott, brave as can be,’ rapped the MC. ‘Shoots all the bad guys and still gets home for tea...’

They were just launching into the second verse, when the channel changed all by itself. Steven came out of his TV trance as the screen showed the playing field of his local park.

‘Look!’ said a thin, rasping voice.

Steven sat up straight. The voice sounded exactly like the one he’d heard when that gremlin had invaded his game.

He leaned forward, the back of his neck tingling, as the scene shifted across to a small wooded area with a shady clearing in the middle. The clearing had no grass in it, just empty beer cans and cigarette packets and damp dead leaves and dog poo on the ground, and fungus growing on the tree roots. It was the sort of place Mum told him not to go because funny people went there, but he couldn’t see any people, funny or otherwise, just a round mossy stone with a red button on top and letters carved on the front...

His stomach tightened as the picture zoomed in on the stone. Now he could see the letters quite clearly. They said:

DO NOT PRESS THIS BUTTON

‘Stee-ven!’ Tracy again, hovering in the doorway. For some reason known only to herself, she was standing on one leg, holding her other foot in her hand.

‘What d’you want?’ he said, trying to sound less jittery than he felt.

‘Your Mum sent me to tell you tea’s ready. What are you watching?’

Looking back at the TV, Steven saw that the music show was on again.

‘Good band?’ said Tracy. She sounded innocent enough, but her grin told a different story.

The grin stayed on her face all through tea, and she kept kicking Steven under the kitchen table. Chicken and chips was usually his favourite meal, but today he could only manage half of it; Tracy gobbled up the rest, then demolished three chocolate cupcakes.

‘If you’ve both had enough to eat,’ said Mrs Topcliff, pointedly, ‘you should go and play in the garden.’

‘I’ve got a better idea,’ said Tracy, fixing Steven with a grin that was positively evil. ‘Why don’t we go and play in the park?’

Steven froze. Did she know something about the stone with the red button?

‘You get funny people in the park in the evenings,’ said Mum.

‘Don’t worry, Aunty, I’ll look after him.’ Tracy slipped out of her chair and grabbed Steven’s wrist. ‘Come on,’ she said, pulling him off his seat. She was surprisingly strong.

‘What – now?’ said Steven, hanging back.

‘Yes. Or are you scared of the funny people?’

Tracy had said the ‘s’ word. He would have to go now, or she’d think he was a baby.

‘Keep your phone switched on,’ said Mum. ‘Don’t talk to strangers. Mind the roads. And be back by seven.’

‘What a fuss,’ muttered Tracy, as she pulled Steven out of the kitchen. ‘No wonder you never go anywhere...’

* * *
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When they got outside, Tracy broke into a run. 

‘You saw, didn’t you?’ said Steven.

‘Saw what?’

‘That stone with the red button. On TV.’

‘Yes, I saw. Don’t you want to know what it is?’

‘Of course I do. It’s the only reason I’m coming with you. And stop pulling me. There’s no rush, is there?’

‘There might be.’

Houses and shops and cars flashed by as they raced through the streets. ‘How do you know the way?’ panted Steven.

‘I went exploring the other day. While you were playing McDivvy or whatever he’s called.’

‘Can’t we stop running now?’

‘You need the exercise. You don’t get enough, always stuck to that GameBox.’

When they got to the park, Steven flung himself headlong onto the grass. Taken by surprise, Tracy fell on top of him and he caught a powerful whiff of her strange mushroom smell.

‘What are you doing?’ she cried.

‘Need a rest.’

Tracy rolled off him and sat there looking cool and scornful. She wasn’t out of breath at all, unlike Steven, who was red and sweaty and panting like an overweight bulldog.

They were on the edge of the playing field he’d seen earlier on TV. Apart from himself and Tracy, the only people in sight were a young couple, wriggling and giggling on the grass. On the far side of the field lurked the little wood, hiding its secrets behind a summer haze, looking as if it belonged to another world.

‘I’m not going over there,’ said Steven. Glancing up, he surprised a sudden wariness in Tracy’s eyes, but it was gone in a flash and the scornful look was back.

‘What’s your problem?’ she said.

‘I think you know something about that stone. And I’m not moving till you tell me what it is.’

Tracy glared at him and he felt her scorn burning him, making his face even hotter. He wanted to get up, just to make it stop, but he couldn’t have her thinking he was in her power, so he stayed put and tried to stare her out.

It worked. ‘All right then,’ said Tracy, flopping down on the grass with a gusty sigh. ‘If you must know, it’s a Gateway. To another dimension.’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ scoffed Steven. Things were weird, certainly, but not that weird.

Were they?

Tracy leaned towards him. ‘Don’t you believe in stuff like that?’

‘No, of course not. It only happens in games.’

‘And stories,’ she added.

‘Exactly.’

‘Like the ones you used to write.’

Steven’s mouth fell open. His stories were a secret, written a long time ago and hidden away where no one could find them. Even Mum and Dad didn’t know what was in them – the adventures of Konstable Kool, the heroic lawman who fought hideous and terrifying criminals from alien worlds...

‘How do you know about my stories?’ he said.

‘That doesn’t matter now. What matters is that Gateway – so let’s get going.’ Tracy grabbed his wrist and pulled hard.

‘Not till you tell me what that stone is,’ he grunted, making himself into a dead weight.

‘I’ve told you already.’

‘You’ve told me some rubbish about another dimension. You’ve somehow managed to find my stories and you’re trying to scam me that all that stuff is real. But I’m not buying it.’

Tracy’s forehead twisted into an ugly frown, her black eyes glittered malevolently and her whole face went grey and wrinkly like an old woman’s. ‘This has got nothing to do with your stupid stories,’ she shouted, throwing Steven’s arm away. ‘And I’m not scamming you. D’you think I put that stone on the telly? Or in your stupid game?’

‘So you know about that as well!’

‘Yes, but I didn’t put it there. How d’you think it got there, eh?’

‘I don’t know. But I reckon you do. So tell me, or I’m going home.’

‘It got there by magic, of course. And before you tell me you don’t believe in magic, try and think of another explanation.’

Steven tried, but nothing else quite fit. When he really thought about everything that had happened, magic was the only explanation.

‘Look,’ said Tracy, her tone suddenly sweet, ‘we don’t actually have to go through the Gateway; we could just peep in and see what’s on the other side. Wouldn’t you like that?’

Steven wasn’t sure he was ready for real magic, particularly if Tracy was involved. She might be his cousin, but there was something horribly wrong about this girl. Her very presence made his innards crawl.

‘Why don’t you tell me what’s on the other side, if you know so much about it?’

‘I’ll tell you on the way. Come on, Steven, there’s no harm in just looking. Or are you too scared even to do that?’

The ‘s’ word again. Fuming inside, he let her grab his arm and hurry him across the field.

‘Go on, then,’ he said, ‘tell me what’s beyond this magic Gateway.’

‘Fairyland,’ Tracy said lightly.

‘Fairyland? Stop messing. Next you’ll be telling me Father Christmas is real.’

‘I don’t know about Father Christmas. But Fairyland is real. I’ve been there.’

Steven hurled himself to the ground again, bringing Tracy with him.

‘I wish you’d stop doing that,’ she said. ‘I hurt my bum then.’

‘Good. I’ve told you, I’m not going over there till you tell me the truth.’

‘I have been to Fairyland,’ shouted Tracy. ‘How else d’you think I know about all this?’

She had him there. Ever since teatime he’d been asking himself the same question, and he still hadn’t come up with the answer.

‘Since you’re being so stupid about all this,’ she went on, ‘I’ll tell you everything.’

‘I wish you would,’ growled Steven. (He hated being called stupid, especially by a girl.)

‘I first saw the Gateway a year ago, in a dream,’ she recited, as if it was something she’d learned by heart. ‘A big round stone with a red button on it, in the woods behind the house. So the next day I went to see if it was really there – and it was.’

‘And?’

‘I pressed the button, of course. I wasn’t scared.’

‘Nor am I,’ lied Steven.

‘So come on, then, and stop grubbing about on the grass.’ She dragged him to his feet and they carried on running.

The copse was close now, dark and forbidding against the summer sky. Steven could see trailing rags of evening mist like ghosts’ fingers wrapped around the tree trunks, as if it was much later in the little wood than in the rest of the park.

‘So what happened?’ he asked.

‘What happened when?’

‘When you pressed the button.’

‘I told you – I went to Fairyland.’

It didn’t seem worth arguing any more, as they’d reached the copse by this time – and throwing himself on the ground was out, because there were brambles and stingies everywhere.

It was much darker under the trees, with only the odd splash of golden light where the sun had managed to penetrate. It felt unnaturally still and quiet; Steven couldn’t even hear any birds singing. The air smelled of old mushrooms.

‘Smells like you,’ he said rudely.

Tracy ignored him and concentrated on keeping to a small path she had found through the undergrowth.

‘I bet the stone won’t even be here,’ said Steven. ‘It probably doesn’t really exist.’

‘It’ll be here,’ said Tracy.

‘Slow down, can’t you? My arms are getting all scratched.’

‘Diddums.’

Eventually they came to a place where the undergrowth ended. There was no grass, just empty beer cans and cigarette packets and damp dead leaves and dog poo on the ground, and growths of fungus on the tree roots.

And there in the middle of it, killing all hope, stood a round, mossy stone with a red button on top and letters carved in the front.

‘Told you,’ Tracy said softly.

Steven said nothing. On TV the clearing had just looked rather nasty; in real life it looked – and felt – positively sinister. The silence had intensified; it was almost like an unseen Presence. The masses of fungus around the tree roots glowed eerily, as did the stone itself.

‘Well?’ said Tracy.

‘We’d better go,’ said Steven, trying to keep his voice steady. ‘I’m allergic to fungus.’

‘We can’t go now. Aren’t you even a little bit curious?’

‘No.’ Steven looked at his watch. ‘It’s 6.45. We’ve got to be home by seven.’

‘So we’ll be a bit late.’

‘But Mum said – ‘

‘Do you always do as you’re told?’

‘OK, OK! We’ll just have a look – then we’re going.’ After all, she couldn’t actually make him press the button, could she? And if she pressed it herself and disappeared into the Land of Whatever... well, all the better!

Cheered by this thought, he followed her into the clearing, taking care to avoid the poo.

Close up, the stone looked more like solidified fungus than rock, and the red plastic button seemed out of place on top of it. The whole thing had a feeling of wrongness, as if it didn’t belong there. The smell in the clearing had got much worse; it really was a dogs’ toilet.

Steven crouched down so he could read the words on the front of the stone:

DO NOT PRESS THIS BUTTON

‘There, we’ve looked,’ he said. ‘It’s just an ordinary stone with a plastic button on it.’

Tracy rolled her eyes. ‘Do ordinary stones usually have plastic buttons on them?’

‘They do if they’re bits of scenery left over from a TV show.’

Tracy crouched next to him. ‘Press it, then.’

‘What?’

‘Press the button and see what happens.’

Steven didn’t move. He felt hot, tired and sick; all his senses were telling him to run for his life, but his feet seemed to be glued to the ground.

‘There’s no need to be scared,’ Tracy went on. ‘If it’s just a bit of old scenery, like you say, nothing will happen, will it?’

That word again. ‘You’re the one that’s scared,’ he said. ‘Otherwise you’d press it yourself. You’re scared to press it, because it tells you not to.’

‘There’s no point me pressing it. You can only go to Fairyland once, and I’ve been already.’ She stood up and brushed leaf mould off her hands. ‘Anyway, it only tells you not to press it so you will.’

‘What?’ He turned his head to look up at her. ‘That doesn’t make sense.’

‘Yes it does. It’s like those signs that tell you not to walk on the grass – you just want to do it all the more.’

She had a point.

‘I wish I could go back,’ she sighed. ‘Fairyland is awesome! It’s not the girly sort of place you read about in the kiddy books; it’s so wonderful and exciting, I can’t even describe it.’

‘You can’t describe it because you haven’t been there.’

Tracy crouched down next to him again. ‘Just think, Steven,’ she said softly. ‘If you went there, you wouldn’t be around when the holidays are over. You wouldn’t have to go to that horrid big school you’re so scared of.’

Steven felt like she’d punched him in the stomach. ‘How did you – ’ he began, then caught himself. ‘I’m not scared of going to Comp!’

‘Oh yes you are,’ the soft voice went on. ‘There’s so much to be scared of, isn’t there? Strict teachers and harsh punishments. Being late for lessons because you can’t find your way around all those corridors. Tonnes of homework. And worst of all, the bullies. Big boys and girls, flushing your head down the toilet in break and waiting for you outside the gates after school. Kids with knives – ’

‘Shut up,’ hissed Steven. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Tracy just kept smiling smugly, and at that moment Steven hated her more than he’d ever hated anyone in his life. He didn’t want to think about Comp; with the whole summer stretching before him, he’d managed to put it out of his mind, and that was where he wanted it to stay.

But Tracy had other ideas. ‘Let’s face it, you won’t stand a chance. You’re exactly the sort of boy that bullies love to pick on.’ She put on a mocking baby-voice. ‘A mummy’s boy who never goes out of the house, who’s too scared to press an itty-bitty little red button.’

Steven felt like he was going to explode. He wanted to punch Tracy on the nose; but he wasn’t the sort of boy who hit girls, so he punched the stone instead.

Right on the red button.

‘Now you’ve done it,’ giggled Tracy.

The button opened like a great big eye. Inside was a spinning kaleidoscope of forest foliage, which spread out rapidly in a circle. Everything around it – trees, fungus, beer cans, Tracy, the stone itself – rose up and formed a swirling tornado-like tube. Steven stopped being Steven and joined the whirling tangle of leaves and brambles as it became a complicated geometric pattern in shades of green, yellow and orange light, like living stained glass.

Steven could never remember exactly what happened next because he lost consciousness, and when he first woke up his mind was a total jumble. The only other time he’d woken up feeling like this was after he’d had his tonsils out; but now he was lying on dirty old leaves instead of a clean hospital trolley.

As his head cleared, he remembered pressing the dreaded red button. His heart lurched and he sat up with a gasp.

To his relief, he still appeared to be in the clearing. His watch had stopped at 6.45, but he guessed it must be pretty late; all signs of sunlight had vanished and it was even darker than before. Tracy had gone, and someone had cleared away all the old beer cans and other trash – including the stone.

‘The park keeper must have been here,’ thought Steven. ‘Why didn’t he wake me up? I’ve been asleep for ages.’

He got up, brushing dead leaves off his clothes and trying to make sense of what had happened. ‘I suppose I must have had a look through that Gateway,’ he said shakily. ‘Tracy did say we could just look...’

Where was Tracy? She must have gone home without him. Typical – leaving him to sleep on and get into trouble for being late.

Why had he gone to sleep, anyway? He looked around the clearing and shivered.

‘Time I was out of here,’ he muttered. ‘Looks like I’ve had a lucky escape.’

He began to pick his way back along the bramble path, eager to get home and back to normality. He hoped Mum wouldn’t confiscate his GameBox to punish him for being late. He was looking forward to a game of McDivott before bed...

It seemed to be taking him ages to get out of the copse. He stopped and looked around, but all he could see were endless trees in all directions.

‘I must have come the wrong way,’ he thought. ‘I didn’t think the wood was this big...’

Then he realised the trees themselves had got bigger. Huge, in fact, with great big thick trunks and tall twisty branches that stretched up into the twilit sky. Neatly-cut grass covered the ground, dotted with small bright flowers of every colour. Weirdest of all, everything was glowing slightly, from the smooth green lawn under his feet to the small patches of deep blue he could see through the foliage overhead.

‘How did all this get here?’ he asked himself. ‘And why is everything glowing, now the sun’s gone down?’

Things didn’t just glow on their own. At least, not in the normal world...

‘Oh no,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Oh no. It can’t be...’

Now he really was scared. He dashed about madly, first one way, then another, trying to find a way out of this weird wood. He went on running until he was out of breath, then sat down on the grass and shut his eyes tight.

‘Please, please, make it go away,’ he wailed.

‘Make what go away?’ said a cheerful voice nearby.

‘All this,’ said Steven, shutting his eyes tighter still. ‘F-Fairyland, or whatever it is. It’s not supposed to exist!’

‘Sorry about that,’ said the voice. ‘But I’m afraid it very much does exist, which means I can’t really make it go away. I suppose what you actually want me to do is make you go away.’

‘Can you do that?’ said Steven.

‘I can try.’

‘Oh, yes, please! Just do it, now.’

‘All right, then. Open your eyes.’

Steven opened his eyes. Before him on the gently glowing grass stood the most hideous creature he’d ever seen in his life.

It was a spider – but a ridiculously big one, about twice the size of Steven himself. Yellow and black tiger stripes covered its great fat body and long hairy legs. It had ten horrid red eyes waving about on stalks and a cavernous mouth lined with giant yellow fangs and dripping with noxious green gunge.

Faced with a horror of this enormity, there was only one thing to do. Steven turned and ran for his life. 
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Chapter Two: Nigel
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Steven couldn’t hear anything coming after him, but he couldn’t have stopped running even if he’d wanted to. His legs were working frantically, all by themselves, to get him as far as possible from that living nightmare.

Eventually, though, he ran out of energy. His legs gave way and he collapsed on the grass, gasping and sobbing.

‘There!’ said the voice, sounding pleased with itself.

Steven sat up quickly and looked around. There was no sign of the monster spider or the voice’s owner – which was odd, because he’d just heard the voice right next to him.

‘You haven’t made me go away at all!’ he cried. ‘I’m still here!’

‘You’re not where you were when you asked me to make you go away. I certainly made you go away from there, didn’t I?’

‘You mean... that THING... is you?’

‘That’s right,’ the voice said proudly.

Steven scrambled up, ready to run again. ‘So where are you now?’

‘I’m right here.’

Steven looked at where the voice was coming from, but all he could see was a tree. It wasn’t even as big as the other trees, so the monster couldn’t possibly be hiding behind it.

Then he saw it, dangling from the lowest branch on a gossamer thread – exactly the same spider, but now it was tiny.

‘Oh, very funny,’ he snapped.

‘Yes, I thought so, too,’ said the voice. ‘Perhaps I’d better introduce myself – I’m Nigel.’

‘Nigel?’ snorted Steven. ‘What sort of name is that for a fairy?’

‘I think it’s a very nice name,’ said Nigel huffily. ‘It’s very unusual around these parts. I’m not just any old fairy, you know – I’m a shapeshifter.’ With that, both spider and tree disappeared.

‘Oh,’ said Steven, his head spinning. ‘Is that the same as a scene shifter?’

No reply.

Steven tried again. ‘Was it you who moved the Gateway?’

Still no reply.

‘Because if it was,’ said Steven, ‘I wish you’d put it back. I really don’t want to stay here.’

Still no reply. The forest seemed quieter than ever.

‘Look, I’m sorry I laughed at your name, OK? I won’t do it again. Please come back.’

‘Everybody does, you know,’ said the voice. It was right behind Steven now, and it made him jump. He turned round, to find a large pink armchair sitting on the grass.

‘Everybody does what?’ he asked.

‘Laughs at my name,’ said the armchair. ‘I don’t see the joke, myself. But there you are, you always get laughed at when you’re different.’

‘Looks to me like you’re being different on purpose,’ said Steven. ‘What d’you expect, if you keep changing from one thing to another? My Mum would call it “attention-seeking behaviour”.’

As he thought of his mother, he got a lump in his throat. He pulled up the bottom of his T-shirt and used it to wipe his face. ‘I’m not crying,’ he said in a muffly voice. ‘I’m just wiping the sweat off.’

But when he looked again, the armchair had gone.

Steven swallowed hard. ‘Don’t go away again, please. I need you to help me get back home.’

The armchair reappeared. ‘I’ll forgive you this time, as you’re obviously new here,’ it said. ‘But you’ll have to be more considerate of people’s feelings. Not everyone here is as tolerant as me.’

‘Yes, OK, I’ll try,’ sniffed Steven.

‘Good. Now, I’m not a scene shifter, whatever that is – I’m a shapeshifter, which means I can change my shape. I certainly haven’t moved any Gateways.’

‘Well, who did, then? Because it’s definitely gone from where it was – and I can’t get home without it.’

‘Where is your home?’

‘21 Niblick Drive,’ said Steven, swallowing hard again.

‘Never heard of it,’ said Nigel. ‘I suppose it isn’t in Fairyland?’

‘Of course it isn’t in Fairyland. And I don’t want to be, either.’

Nigel’s pink upholstery wrinkled in puzzlement. ‘So why did you come here?’

‘I didn’t want to come here. It was Tracy’s fault.’

‘Who is Tracy?’

‘She’s my cousin – and a very stupid girl.’

Nigel sighed. ‘You’d better tell me all about it. And you’d better sit down while you do it, too. It sounds like it could be a long story.’

Steven went to sit on the grass.

‘Why don’t you sit on me?’ Nigel suggested. ‘You’ll be a lot more comfortable.’

Steven eyed the armchair warily. ‘No thanks,’ he said. Then he sat on the ground and told the whole sorry tale of how he’d got to Fairyland.

‘Dear oh dear,’ said Nigel. ‘And you definitely don’t want to be here?’

‘Definitely,’ said Steven.

‘Well then, we’ll have to see what we can do about it.’

Steven jumped up. ‘Can you help me get back?’

‘I can certainly try,’ said Nigel. ‘Come on.’

The armchair rose into the air and began to float away. Steven hurried after it.

‘Where are we going?’ he asked.

‘To find that Gateway, of course,’ said Nigel. ‘That is what you wanted, isn’t it?’

‘Yes! But – ’

‘– you couldn’t see it anywhere. You didn’t have me with you then – I know this forest a lot better than you do.’

Steven followed the armchair eagerly as it floated through the forest. Then he began to hear noises somewhere ahead, ghostly whoops and howls echoing through the twilight. He stopped in his tracks.

‘What’s that?’ he asked.

‘Nothing to worry about,’ said Nigel, who hadn’t stopped. ‘Come on, or you’ll get left behind. I can’t always be checking to make sure you’re still behind me.’

Steven hurried after the armchair again. As the sounds came nearer, he could hear unearthly laughter among the whoops and howls; then an amazing sight burst upon them.

It was a team of six greyhounds pulling a smart little silver and black open-topped carriage.  This vehicle was overflowing with goblins in mould-green hoodies and grubby grey jeans. One sat on the driver’s bench, goading the greyhounds to greater speed with a cruel black leather whip. Nigel and Steven only just got out of the way in time to avoid being knocked down.

As the carriage whizzed past, Steven got a closer look at its passengers. They all had the faces of ancient little boys, tanned and wrinkled but clean-shaven and full of mischief. Some of them were drinking evil-looking brownish-green liquid from thick glass bottles.

One caught sight of Steven. ‘Ooohh look, a human being!’ he cried in mocking tones, and the others howled and cackled louder than ever.

Then they were gone.

Steven’s heart was doing backflips, but Nigel didn’t seem concerned. ‘Joyriders,’ he said, floating on. ‘That chariot was stolen, you can be sure of that.’

‘Joyriders, in a chariot?’ gasped Steven, trotting after him. ‘Don’t you have cars here?’

‘No. They’re not allowed, they make too much mess.’

Steven’s foot slipped in a slick of sloppy greyhound poo and he fell on his bum. He was about to say a Bad Word, when he saw Nigel disappearing through the trees.

‘STOP!’ he shouted.

The armchair stopped. ‘What’s the matter now?’

Steven stood up and wiped his foot on the grass. ‘I can’t keep up with you. Can’t you go a bit slower?’

‘You want to be home before dark, don’t you?’ said Nigel.

‘Of course I do.’

‘Then we need to find this Gateway quickly.’

‘Yes, I know,’ puffed Steven, ‘but I’ve been running and walking all evening. Can’t you carry me, or something?’

‘You didn’t want to sit on me before.’

‘Well, I do now. I’m too tired to do any more running.’

‘OK, then – hop on.’ The armchair sank to the ground and Steven flopped gratefully into it.

‘Ready?’ it said.

‘Yes! Let’s go.’

Steven clutched the armchair’s fat pink arms as it rose into the air again. ‘You don’t have to squeeze so hard,’ said Nigel.

‘I’m sure you weren’t so high before,’ said Steven, peering over the side.

‘There are bushes ahead and we don’t want to crash into them,’ said Nigel. ‘I don’t know why you’re so scared, anyway. Surely you’ve sat in an armchair before?’

‘I’m not scared! I’m just not used to chairs that move around on their own. Now, if you were to change into a car – ’

‘I’ve told you before, cars aren’t allowed here. If I changed into one, I’d be in big trouble.’

‘Do you have police here, then?’ said Steven in surprise.

‘Of course not,’ laughed Nigel. ‘There’s no need for them. If you break the law of the Land here, the Land punishes you itself, with magic.’

Steven shivered; since he didn’t know the law of Fairyland, he didn’t see how he could avoid breaking it. ‘What sort of punishments does it give?’

‘Anything from a smacked botty to instant death,’ Nigel said airily.

‘Instant death?’ gasped Steven, clutching Nigel’s arms even tighter. ‘Get me out of here now!’

‘All right, I’m doing my best...’

* * *
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They floated around the forest for what felt like hours, without finding the Gateway. Steven’s legs were starting to go to sleep, when the armchair suddenly disappeared from under him and he fell to the ground with a bump.

‘Ow!’ he yelled.

‘Ow!’ squeaked Nigel at the same time.

Steven glared around. ‘Where’ve you gone now? And why did you dump me on the ground?’

‘If you’ll just get off me, I’ll explain,’ came the reply.

Steven struggled to his feet and rubbed his bruised backside. He still couldn’t see the armchair.

‘OK, where are you?’ he asked again.

‘Down here,’ said Nigel.

When Steven looked down, all he could see was an extraordinarily long and fat pink earthworm wriggling around between his feet. ‘Ugh!’ he said. ‘You’re not going to be much use like that.’

‘Sorry,’ said the earthworm, not sounding at all sorry. ‘I can’t always control when I’m going to change – or what I’m going to change into.’

‘Can’t you change back?’

Nigel tensed his little wormy body in concentration, then shook his tiny head. ‘Sorry, no can do. Like I said, I can’t always change when I want to.’

This wasn’t quite what he’d said, but Steven let it pass. It was almost completely dark by this time, and he was getting hungry as well as tired.

‘Of course, it’s going to take a bit longer now to find your Gateway,’ said Nigel.

‘Are you sure you know where to look for it?’

There was a short, uncomfortable pause. ‘No – but then, I never said I did.’

‘You so did! You said you knew where it was.’

‘I didn’t say that, either. I simply said I know this forest better than you.’

Steven thought frantically. Had Nigel said that? ‘I can’t remember exactly what you said,’ he admitted. ‘But you definitely made out you knew where to look for it.’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Nigel in a small voice. ‘I felt a lot more confident when I was an armchair. Now I’m just a horrid little earthworm, I haven’t got much confidence at all.’

Steven felt like stamping on him. ‘You really are worse than useless!’ he cried.

Whereupon Nigel disappeared again, and no amount of apologising, pleading or shouting would get him back.

The forest felt very sinister now night had come. Steven could see quite well, thanks to the faint glow everything had, but he didn’t much like what he was seeing. He kept catching glimpses of dark shapes and coloured lights that vanished when he tried to look straight at them. Weird sounds echoed through the trees – rustling, fluttering, pattering, whispering and giggling noises that started up in the distance, suddenly got louder and closer, then just as suddenly stopped, leaving an electric silence.

The whole thing felt like a bad dream. Steven began to slap and pinch himself.

‘I’ll do that for you, if you like,’ said a voice behind him.

He turned sharply, to see a girl a few years older than himself. She appeared to be human, though oddly dressed, in a long green silk garment that looked too big for her. Her hair was untidy and mouse-coloured, her green eyes small and slanted, her nose long and sharp.

‘Well?’ she said.

Steven realised he was staring at her with his mouth open. ‘Well what?’ he asked.

‘Do you want me to pinch and slap you? I’d be quite happy to.’

‘No!’ he cried, stepping back. ‘Why would I want that?’

‘I thought it might save you the trouble of doing it yourself,’ said the girl. ‘Why were you doing it, anyway?’

‘I was trying to wake up,’ explained Steven.

‘But you’re not asleep,’ she said sweetly, gazing into his eyes.

‘I know that,’ he said, stepping back further. ‘I just don’t know what else to do to get out of Fairyland.’

‘You can’t get out of Fairyland,’ laughed the girl. ‘Once you’re here, you’re here for good.’

Steven stared at her. ‘But Nigel said he could help me find the way back!’

‘Nigel?’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘You don’t want to listen to anything Nigel says. He’s always telling stupid stories – his word is as unreliable as his shape.’

Steven sat down heavily on the grass. ‘I don’t believe you,’ he said, his voice not quite steady. ‘You could be telling stupid stories.’

‘Believe what you like,’ said the girl, sitting down next to him. ‘I should know – I’ve been here three years now, and I’ve never heard of anyone getting back to the human world. Not that any of us want to get back. It’s so much more fun here.’

‘So nobody’s really tried to get back, then?’ he said hopefully.

‘Well, no,’ she admitted. ‘But if there was a way back, I’m sure we’d have heard about it. Some humans have been here for hundreds of years.’

Hundreds of years! Steven felt sick. Then he had an idea. He got his phone out of his track pants and swiped a number.

The girl looked amazed. ‘What are you doing now?’

‘I’m calling my Dad. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. He’ll come and get me out of here.’

Steven held the phone to his ear and waited for Dad to answer; but instead of the dial tone, all he could hear was the tweeting of birds.

‘What’s wrong with my phone?’ he said, taking it away from his ear and shaking it.

‘It won’t work in here,’ said the girl.

Steven looked at the screen. Instead of his usual wallpaper – a picture of Detective McDivott – it showed a toadstool with a face on it.
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