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I dedicate this book to the precious memory of a true friend Tracey Bellis who sadly passed away in June 2025. She touched so many lives. 


God bless her.
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Chapter one

ARIANA’S MORNING
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Ariana charged down the stairs with a thump, thump, thump. At the bottom, she threw open the door and burst into the front room. 

‘Mum, I’m late,’ she said, her face red and flustered. ‘I’m supposed to be at Auntie Haley’s, cleaning the garage- I promised her.’

‘Calm down, you’ll make yourself ill,’ said her mum, standing inside the kitchen door. 

Ariana grabbed a hairbrush from the sideboard drawer and pulled it through her messy, shoulder-length, blonde hair. She threw it on the sofa. 

Glaring at her mum, she said, ‘It’s your fault, Mum. You should have got me out of bed.’

‘Who do you think you’re talking to? The dog? I’m your mother, remember.’ Ariana’s face dropped. 

‘Sorry, Mum.’

‘Did you find that money I gave you for the school trip? You’ll need it on Monday morning to give to Mrs Ledbourne.’

‘No, I’ve looked everywhere. I’ve tipped my bedroom upside down. It’s not in my bag. It’s not on the bedroom floor. I looked on top of the drawers, next to my athletics trophies. It’s just not there. It’s nowhere. I’ve checked all my pockets too. It can’t just vanish. I don’t get it.’

‘Think. Where did you last see it?’

‘If I knew where I last saw it, it wouldn’t be lost, would it?’ said Ariana grumpily. 

‘You’re always losing things,’ said Mum, sighing. ‘Last week, it was your pencil case; the week before, it was your dinner money. You must be more careful.’

‘I’ll look later,’ Ariana promised. ‘I’ve got to go, or Auntie Haley will give me the sack!’ 

‘What time were you supposed to be there?’ asked Mum.

‘At eight o’clock,’ said Ariana, looking at the clock. ‘It’s nearly half-past. I’ve got to go now!’ 

‘You can’t go in your pyjamas, can you?’

‘Oh!’ Ariana burst into tears. 

Mum walked over and hugged her. ‘Why are you crying?’ she asked.

‘I hate letting people down.’

‘Don’t worry, love. I’ll ring Haley and tell her you’re coming. I’ll say it was my fault. Hurry up, now. Get changed into your Saturday clothes and don’t worry.

We don’t want you to be a nervous wreck before your eleventh birthday, do we?’ 

‘No,’ said Ariana.  

‘Oh, by the way,’ said Mum, ‘Chevelle’s granny has invited you to her house for the day. After Auntie Haley’s, come back, get something to eat or drink and go there straight away.’

‘Oh fantastic,’ said Ariana. She ran to the open door and hurried up the stairs.

She dashed into her bedroom, changed into a white T-shirt, dark-blue leggings, ankle socks, and a pair of her favourite orange gym shoes. She bolted down the stairs, jumping two steps at a time until she reached the bottom. 

‘Bye. Mum!’ she shouted as she opened the front door, then slammed it shut behind her. She sprinted as if she was in a race until she arrived at Auntie Haley’s house, which was just down the road.

Haley Brannes was her mum’s best friend, whom Ariana had always called “Auntie Haley” since she was tiny. 

It was Ariana’s job to clean her garage every Saturday morning. Haley’s husband, Martin, used the garage in the evenings in the week to work on cars, which was his hobby. He usually worked until late, so he didn’t have the time or energy to tidy up, which is why they gave Ariana the job. They paid her twenty pounds a week for her work, which she saved up for the holidays.

She knocked on the door, and Haley answered. Standing behind her was her son, Kyle, who was the same age as Ariana and was in her class at school.

‘I’m… sorry… I’m late…’ said Ariana, panting. 

‘Oh, don’t worry, love. Your mum explained everything. It doesn’t matter. I’ll be back in a minute.

Auntie Haley reappeared with a brush, dustpan, and bin bags in hand, and said, ‘Here we are, love.’ She dangled a key in front of her. 

‘Put the key in your pocket. It’s very important that you don’t lose it. Uncle Martin has bought some very expensive tools which he keeps in the garage. He’ll need to get them out for work on Monday morning. We’re going out shopping. I’ll give your money to your mum tomorrow. Please lock the garage after you and post the key through the letterbox.’ 

‘I will,’ said Ariana, taking the key, which was wrapped in red and yellow cotton at the top. She put it in the zip pocket of her leggings.

‘Bye, love, and thank you,’ said Haley.

Ariana watched as Auntie Haley, Uncle Martin, and Kyle walked out to the car, got in and drove off, leaving her by herself.

The garage door was open, and looking in, she thought, What a disgusting mess. It’ll take me ages to clean this up.

There were empty cardboard boxes, oily tissues, rags, and newspapers dumped on the floor.

She started with Kyle’s football boots, which she found on the floor caked with dried mud. Dipping them in a bucket of water, she then used a bit of old newspaper to scrub off the dirt. She picked up the tools and equipment that lay scattered around the floor. 

 Opening the toolbox, she put the tools neatly in their places. There was a brand-new grey metal box next to it which Ariana thought must be for the special tools.

Tidying up the shelves, she looked around, and hoped that there weren’t any big, scary spiders hiding in dark corners. When everything was in its place, she grabbed the broom, swept the floor, took the rubbish out and checked that everything was spick and span. Then she pulled the heavy garage door down, took the key from her pocket and locked it. She posted the key through the letterbox, just as Auntie Haley had asked.

Nero, Auntie Haley’s slightly crazy dog, barked and growled from inside the house and ran up against the door, trying to knock it down.

In Ariana’s mind, Nero was a man-eating monster. She imagined him smashing the door down, knocking her over, and sinking his teeth into her leg. The hairs stood up on the back of her neck. She quickly backed off, turned and ran, trying to rid herself of the gruesome thoughts in her head. She looked back to see if it was safe and was relieved that it was just her imagination. Nero was still behind the door, barking, scratching and trying to escape. Shut up, you stupid dog, she thought.

Calming down, she walked home. Because of the dust and hard work in the garage, her mouth and throat were dry. She was desperate for a drink and something to eat because she hadn’t eaten breakfast.

Back home, she headed straight to the kitchen and opened the fridge. She took out a can of fizzy orange, opened it and guzzled it down. At the back of the fridge, she found a peanut butter sandwich and devoured it. 

 ‘I’m going to the shops,’ said Mum, poking her head round the door, ‘and then to Auntie Sian’s to help her decorate her front room, so there’s no need to rush back from Chevelle’s.’

‘Okay, Mum. See you later.’

‘Bye.’

She ran upstairs and rested on her bed after a hard morning’s work. She heard the front door shut. Her noisy little brother Rufus and baby sister Regan had gone out with Mum and all was quiet downstairs.

Ariana’s eyes fell on the sparkly invitation pinned to the mirror. The invitation read, “You are invited to Ariana Staveley and Chevelle Loxley’s joint birthday party to celebrate both girls’ 11th birthdays.” 

Chevelle had been her best friend since they were at nursery together. They were also neighbours. Ariana and Chevelle were like sisters and would look for any excuse to get together. Ariana spent a lot of time at Chevelle’s house, and she loved her best friend’s family almost as much as her own. They lived three doors away from Ariana in the large village of Greater Godwinton in England.

Chevelle’s granny lived with them, too. Her granny was from Jamaica. She was very kind, and Ariana thought of her as her own granny.    
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Chapter two

THE LOST KEY
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Ariana ran from her house  to Number 24. She rang the doorbell and Chevelle’s granny opened the door.

‘Hello, Granny Lucy,’ said Ariana, grinning.

‘Hello, sweetie. Come in,’ said Granny Lucy with a smile. She hugged Ariana and led her into the dining room. Chevelle was sitting at the table. She wore her shoulder-length black hair in a loose ponytail tied on top of her head. Her clothes consisted of a denim skirt and a pink top with a flowery pink bow on the front. She ran over to Ariana and hugged her. They sat at the table, which was strewn with red ribbons and paper. Chevelle explained that she’d spent the morning gluing ribbons onto the welcome cards that they were going to present to the party guests tomorrow. She’d just finished the last one. The girls tidied up, then they played board games for an hour. 

The doorbell rang, and Granny Lucy answered it. Ariana heard Auntie Haley’s voice speaking.

‘Hello, Mrs Loxley.’        

‘Hello, Mrs Brannes,’ replied Granny Lucy.

‘Is Ariana here?’

‘Why, yes, she’s with Chevelle.’

‘Could I have a word with her, please?’

‘Come in,’ said Granny Lucy. She led Auntie Haley into the dining room. Auntie Haley looked at Ariana. 

‘Ariana, love, have you got our key? she said. We can’t unlock the garage.’ Ariana’s face dropped. 

‘I posted it through the letterbox.’

‘That’s odd. We didn’t see it,’ said Haley. 

‘I did post it. I promise I did,’ said Ariana.’

‘We looked everywhere: in front of the garage and behind the front door, on the doormat, even underneath the doormat. It’s like it’s vanished.’

‘Nero was barking at the door,’ said Ariana hopefully.        

‘He can’t pick it up. It’s a flat key and there’s nothing for his teeth to grab at, so it can’t have been him,’ replied Haley.

 ‘Am I in trouble?’ asked Ariana.

‘No, you’re not in trouble, sweetheart, but please look in your pockets when you get home. We do need the garage key,’ said Haley.

‘All right, I will,’ said Ariana, even though she knew she didn’t have it. Haley left the house.

‘I don’t think she believes me. Do you think the dog could have flicked the key up with his claws, caught it in his mouth and swallowed it?’ said Ariana.

 ‘No,’ said Chevelle. ‘Keys are made of metal… or plastic. No,’ Chevelle said, ‘he’d be sick as a dog...Get it? Sick as a dog!’ She burst into giggles.

  ‘Ha, ha! Very funny… not!’ said Ariana, giving her a thumbs down, but when Chevelle continued to giggle, Ariana couldn’t help herself and giggled until her sides ached.

Granny Lucy entered the room. ‘I think you two are getting over-excited. Calm down and I’ll give you some of my best cakes.’ Ariana did her best to stop giggling. She looked away from Chevelle because she knew if she didn’t, it would start all over again. Eventually, they managed to control themselves and decided to be sensible. Granny Lucy came in from the kitchen with a large plate of ginger cakes.

‘Thank you, Granny,’ said Chevelle.          

Granny Lucy smiled and said, ‘I need to make more cakes for your special day tomorrow.’ She glanced out of the window. ‘I hope it won’t rain. Maybe before tea, you girls might like to go for a long walk and get some fresh air. Bring me back some ivy and some twigs and leaves. I want to use them as decorations for the party. So long as you don’t go too far, you’ll be all right.’

Ariana smiled. ‘Okay, that sounds like fun.’

Granny Lucy picked up a tray from the table and took it into the kitchen. When she returned, it was full of cakes.

 ‘Make some room,’ she said, smiling. ‘I need to ice these. If you go out now, I can get these done ready for your party. I have lots to do, so you can take your time to come back.’ 

‘Yes, Granny,’ said Chevelle.      

‘Okay, Granny Lucy,’ said Ariana.

The girls left the house, carefully closing the front door behind them.

‘Where’s your mum and dad?’

‘They’ve gone to visit my brother Dalien He’s in a show in London. ‘

‘Why didn’t you go with them?’

 ‘It’s a grown-up’s only show tonight, so they left me with Granny.’

 As they strolled along, Ariana asked, ‘Where’s the best place to find holly and ivy?’

‘Have you ever been to Ellham Woods?’ asked Chevelle. 

‘No, it’s spooky,’ replied Ariana.

‘How do you know if you’ve not been there?’ 

‘Emily Dustan says it’s haunted.’

‘That’s just a silly story,’ said Chevelle. ‘You’re not scared, are you?’

‘Me? Never! Let’s go,’ said Ariana, not looking at Chevelle.

Dark grey clouds scudded across the sky, blotting out the sun, and gusts of wind blew their hair around and chilled them. A few spots of rain fell on the pavement and on Ariana’s head.

She wished she had brought her coat with her.

They walked down King Harold Crescent, through Abbey Street, past the tennis courts and towards the woods.

The girls approached the green metal gate on the edge of Ellham woods. Chevelle pushed it open. 

It was stiff and creaked a little, as if nobody had gone through it for years. On the other side, a path led into the woods. Ariana jogged over to a holly bush and broke off a few stems. Chevelle found some ivy curling itself up a low growing tree. She broke bits off and they put them in a small bag Granny Lucy had given them. 

‘Let’s find out where this path leads,’ said Chevelle. The path sloped downwards as they walked further into the woods. Ariana looked around. It was as if the trees were watching them. In the back of her mind, she heard Emily Dustan’s voice saying, “There are ghosts and strange noises in Ellham woods…” A cold shudder ran down her spine..

 ‘I want to go back,’ said Ariana.

‘Why?’ asked Chevelle.

 ‘I’m scared.’

‘There’s nothing to be scared of,’ said Chevelle.

 Emily’s words ran through her mind, and shivers ran up and down her spine.

‘But Emily Dustan said—’

‘Don’t listen to Scary Knickers. She’s weird.’

Reassuring Ariana made Chevelle feel more confident. 

‘Emily Dustan loves ghost stories. All that spooky stuff is rubbish. She’s just making it up.’

‘I’m not going any further,’ insisted Ariana.

She turned and started up the steep path, back the way they had come.

‘Oh, Ariana! Don’t be silly,’ said Chevelle. ‘Oh! I’ll have to come with you, I suppose.’

She followed Ariana back along the path. The woods thickened out as they walked. They had to step over fallen branches to avoid tripping over them. The track, which snaked to the right, disappeared into the undergrowth. They arrived at a clump of thickly wooded trees with low, scratchy branches and pushed their way through.

‘Are you sure we’re on the right path?’ asked Ariana.

‘Of course we are,’ replied Chevelle. ‘It’ll be just beyond those trees.’

‘It didn’t look like this when we came down.’

‘Keep going.’ Chevelle went out in front 

They turned a corner, and as they got to the edge of the woods, to their astonishment and great confusion, they saw an enormous stone wall where the gate should have been. Chevelle stopped and stared, open-mouthed.

‘But… where’s the gate? The gate was here… I know it was here!’ she said, bewildered.
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Chapter three

STRANGE NEW WORLD 
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 The vast wall loomed over them. It was long, solid, and there was no way through it. 

 ‘What are we going to do now?’ asked Ariana.

 ‘We’ll have to go down the path again,’ said Chevelle. ‘The woods don’t go on forever. They must end somewhere. We’ll find a way out at the other end.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ said Ariana, still feeling a little uneasy. ‘Let’s go.’

They turned and walked back down the way they’d just been. Ariana looked in all directions, imagining that something was going to jump out at her or some ghostly creature would appear in front of her. All she wanted to do was to get out of the woods. She stuck close to Chevelle.

Looking around, she saw a man in the distance dressed in old-fashioned clothes, standing by an old oak tree. Then he vanished. 

‘Chevy, did you see that man?’

‘What man, where?’ asked Chevelle. ‘I can’t see anyone.’

‘There was a man over there,’ said Ariana, pointing.

‘You imagined it. There’s no one here but us. Don’t be silly.’ Chevelle threw up her hands and sighed. ‘Come on, let’s go.’ Ariana followed on but couldn’t help looking into the woods. Then a face appeared in the trees, but closer this time. Ariana ducked behind a bush. Chevelle, not noticing, walked on. Ariana carefully raised herself, daring to look over the top. There was no trace of the man. Chevelle had walked a little way when she noticed that Ariana wasn’t with her. She turned around.

‘Ariana, where are you?’

Ariana came out from behind the bush.  

‘There was a man in the trees.’ She ran up to Chevelle.

‘Where? What man?’

She pointed to where she had seen him. ‘He was down there, ’ she said. 

‘You’re just seeing things because it’s spooky in here.’

’ No, I’m not.’

’ Yes you are. So, what did this man look like?’

’ He wore a long black coat and a tall black hat.’

‘You mean like a top hat?’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘It’s just your imagination. Come on. Let’s go’. They walked on. 
Ariana looked at the trees as she walked. Again, the man appeared. Ariana hid behind Chevelle. 

‘Look over there!’ 

‘Where?’ 

‘Didn’t you see him? He is there. I know he’s there.’

‘You’re not going crazy, are you?’

‘No, I’m not. I did see him. I’m not mad. What if he comes after us? He’s either a stranger or a ghost.’

‘I don’t believe in ghosts. Granny says that ghosts are superstition and superstition is bad.’

Ariana’s face reddened, and she raised her voice. ‘I’m not lying. I did see him. He was over there. He’s still there somewhere.’

‘Stop shouting at me. If he was there, I would have seen him or heard him by now.’ 

‘I’m not a liar. I’m not, not, not lying!’ Ariana said in a huff. She kicked a nearby tree then hopped up and down, holding her foot. ‘Ow, ow, ow!’  

‘Ariana. Stop it. Calm down.’

‘I won’t. I won’t calm down until you believe me.’ 

Chevelle sighed. ‘Look… if I believe you, then we’ll run down the path together and get away from the man, wherever he is. Is that all right?’

Ariana sniffed and said, ‘All right.’ Chevelle held out her hand, and Ariana took it, and they ran down the path together, their feet thumping on the ground. 

When they were out of breath, they slowed to a walk.
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 Further along the track, the sun broke through the trees. They ducked under branches and pushed their way through the undergrowth. Eventually, the trees thinned out.

The girls walked out into the open and looked around to see if they could find a way back to the road, but they couldn’t see the road or any houses. Instead, there was open countryside with high rolling hills and deep valleys covered in a never-ending carpet of long grass.

 There were no hedges, walls, or fences and strangest of all, it was completely deserted. The sun beat down on them and it was hot. Right in front of them was a large, steep hill.

‘Where are we?’ asked Chevelle. 

‘I don’t know,’ replied Ariana.

‘We can’t have gone far. The village must be around here somewhere. It can’t just disappear.’

‘So, where is it? And what about all these big hills and valleys? They weren’t here before’, said Ariana. 

‘There’s something really freaky about this… And what about the gate that vanished into thin air?’

‘We must have taken a wrong turning, that’s all,’ said Chevelle, trying to be reasonable. ‘It must be somewhere nearby. Gates don’t turn into stone walls.’

‘But there was only one path through the woods, and we went back the way we came from,’ said Ariana.

‘We can’t have,’ said Chevelle. 

‘Oh, I don’t know!’ A surprising thought suddenly struck Ariana.

‘Chevy, have you read the Narnia books?’ 

‘Yes, why?’

‘Well, doesn’t this feel similar?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Chevelle, rolling her eyes. ‘We haven’t walked through a wardrobe and it’s not snowing.’

‘But something like it has happened to us. We’re in a different place, somewhere strange… and something else is different,’ said Ariana, looking up at the sky. ‘Before we came through the gate, it was raining. Here, it’s blue skies and sunshine – there’s not a cloud in the sky.’

‘That is weird,’ admitted Chevelle.

Chevelle looked around and said, ‘I know. This is a dream! It must be. Things like this don’t happen in real life, just in storybooks. Am I dreaming about you or are you dreaming about me? We can’t be having the same dream.’ 

‘What?’ said Ariana. ‘It’s not a dream.’ She reached out and touched Chevelle’s arm. Chevelle felt Ariana’s fingers on her skin. It seemed real enough.

Pulling up her sleeve, Ariana said, ‘Touch my arm.’

‘Your arm feels real,’ she admitted. She thought some more. ‘Dreams are like that sometimes, though. They can seem as if they’re really happening. I once had a dream that I was flying, and then I was falling. I came down with a bump and it really hurt,’ said Chevelle.

‘That must have been a fantastic dream,’ said Ariana, smiling.

‘It was more like a nightmare. I’m scared of heights. I fell out of bed.’

‘What if we’re not dreaming?’ asked Ariana.

‘Then there must be such things as time-warps or parallel universes.’

‘What?’ exclaimed Ariana, baffled. 

‘Oh, never mind!’

Ariana turned and looked around. ‘What’s that?’ she asked, pointing towards the top of a hill.

Chevelle looked into the distance. Something stood upright, like a tiny, thin stick. 

‘It looks like a chimney, in one of those old-fashioned factories,’ she said.’ I think we should investigate.’ 

‘Why?’ asked Ariana. 

‘There might be someone there who can tell us where we are,’ replied Chevelle.

Ariana shook her head. ‘It might be dangerous.’ 

‘Have you got a better idea?’ asked Chevelle.

Ariana stopped to think for a moment. 

‘All right,’ she said slowly. ‘But be careful. If there is someone there, we should keep our distance. We shouldn’t really talk to strangers.’

‘Let’s go,’ said Ariana. ‘I’ll race you!’

They ran up the hill, which seemed to go on forever. Ariana was faster and Chevelle struggled to keep up. 

‘Come on Chevy, hurry up,’ yelled Ariana.

‘Wait. I’m doing my best,’ panted Chevelle.

Ariana came back down the hill a little, stopping a few feet away from Chevelle, who was bent over, resting her hands on her knees and taking deep breaths.

‘Huh… ah… let’s have a rest,’ said Chevelle, finding it hard to speak. ‘I can’t run…any further.’

‘It’s not too far to the top now,’ said Ariana.

‘Let’s…rest,’ said Chevelle.

They rested for ten minutes and then made their way up the rest of the hill. The slope was challenging, so they climbed slowly together. Eventually, they reached the top.

They looked around.

‘Wow! Look at that,’ said Chevelle.

She pointed to a vast building. The chimney that had seemed so small and distant now loomed over them. It must have been at least thirty metres high. The old brick building that supported it stretched across an entire field at the top of the slope. It was a dark, solid-looking building with a line of large windows set into the walls in long, straight rows.

‘That’s amazing,’ said Chevelle. 

‘It’s ginormous,’ gasped Ariana.

‘It looks like an old-fashioned factory. I’ve read about them in a history book,’ said Chevelle. ‘Over a hundred years ago, children like us had to work in these factories… children our age!’

‘I’m glad it wasn’t me,’ said Ariana. She looked at the dark windows. ‘I can’t see any people. It looks deserted. Do you think it’s abandoned?’

‘I don’t know. It might be.’

 ‘It looks creepy. I don’t want to go too close to it,’ said Ariana.

‘I want to see what it’s like inside. I love exploring,’ said Chevelle.

‘What if there is someone in there? 

‘We’ll just have to be careful. Come on, be brave. Come with me.’

 ‘All right, I’ll go with you, but if anything happens…’

‘Come on then, let’s go.’

Ariana set off across the field towards the building.

Ariana hesitated.

Chevelle stopped and looked back. ‘Come on Ariana, get a move on.’

‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’ said Ariana, forcing herself to move.

‘What else are we going to do? Hurry up.’

‘All right, I’m coming,’  said Ariana.

The closer they got and the more they saw, the quieter they became. Ariana felt her muscles tightening with nerves. Chevelle said nothing, but she was nervous, too.

The building, which looked huge from far away, looked truly enormous now. Junk surrounded the place. Old, wrecked vehicles and scrap metal, sometimes in piles, old broken furniture, and other waste, lay strewn across the ground, as if someone had thrown it and left it there.

‘Look,’ said Ariana, pointing, ‘there’s an old bus, and there are more over there and lots of wrecked cars.’

Chevelle put her finger to her lips. ‘Shhh! Somebody will hear us,’ she whispered.

‘That’s if there’s anybody here,’ replied Ariana. 

‘Until we know, keep quiet.’

‘What a mess,’ whispered Ariana, staring at the junk. ‘How did all this get here?’

‘How do I know?’ muttered Chevelle.

They moved closer to the building, walking carefully between the rusty old vehicles and piles of dumped furniture.

They wandered through a maze of junk-filled paths until they emerged into an open space. They noticed a small, white aeroplane broken on the ground. It had blue stripes on its wings, which were damaged and falling off, a propeller with just a single blade left, and a row of broken windows.

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Ariana. 

‘Shhh!’ warned Chevelle.

‘What happened to that plane? It looks like it’s been in a crash,’ said Ariana.

‘It probably has,’ whispered Chevelle. 

‘I hope the pilot escaped,’ said Ariana ‘Which way now?’
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