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[image: A map of Spooktwist Estate showing the manor and stables, a lake in front and a cottage beyond. The nearby spiral maze is beside a wood, where a stream leads to some falls.]
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I stared up at it. Our first real home. After Darkling Manor, it looked ridiculously tiny, with a heavy thatched roof weighing it down like a witch’s hat. The peeling paint and faded wood on the windowsills and the door gave it a scruffy, unloved appearance, but it didn’t matter at all. My heart swelled, and Mum put her arm around me and squeezed my shoulder.


[image: The Bright Interiors logo, featuring a grinning gargoyle in a circle above the company name.]



‘Big moment, Bells!’ she said. ‘Bright Interiors actually has a head office address now!’

I caught her eye and giggled. The idea that this tiny cottage was a head office of anything was so strange.

‘Can we go in?’ I hopped from foot to foot. What would it be like? The first place I’d ever lived in that wasn’t a hotel or inn we were renovating, but an actual home. Our home.

We hurried along the uneven cobbled path and up to the door. I rubbed my finger over a small brass plate to the left and elegant lettering emerged from beneath years of gunk.

‘What does it say?’ asked Mum, leaning closer. 

‘Spooktwist Cottage,’ I said. ‘Such a creepy name! I love it!’

‘The whole estate has that strange name,’ said Mum, as she pushed open the door. ‘The cottage, the manor house and all the surrounding land. There’s an old map Mrs H and I uncovered in the library stacks.’ She unrolled it but I was too excited to look closely. ‘Maybe Lex can come over later when we’re unpacked, and you two can explore.’

‘Brilliant,’ I said. We ducked our heads under the low door frame and stepped inside. ‘Woah!’

It was dark. A loud flapping made us jump as a magpie shot out of the fireplace and dived through the door. I caught a flash of black and white feathers, and then it was gone.

Mum chuckled. ‘He must have got in down the chimney!’

The cottage had a kitchen, a tiny snug lounge, a dripping bathroom and two little bedrooms.

‘Small,’ I said, as Darkling Manor’s nine giant bedrooms, glasshouse and clock tower flashed through my head. The cottage was in the same dilapidated state as most of the houses we’d lived in, but it was tiny in comparison.

‘But it’s ours,’ said Mum, with a big, gleaming smile. ‘We can work our magic on it for sure. And that place up there, too.’

She stared through the window at the decrepit pile of rubble up on the hill. Spooktwist Manor was Mum’s boss Mrs Hallorann’s latest acquisition, and a mammoth task for Bright Interiors. Between the final work at Darkling’s collapsed cellar and the manor here, Mum would be very busy for the next few years. I silently thanked Mrs H for her clever property deals, because her offering us the cottage meant I could stay on at Springhill Comprehensive with my friends Lex and the deadly-but-actually-quite-nice duo, Skylar and Regan. Even though Mrs H reminded me of an ostrich and had a whole rainbow of suits trimmed with elaborate marabou feathers, I wanted to hug her every time we saw her.

I was already itching to get started on sprucing the place up. Mum had some of the bits she’d initially furnished Darkling with waiting in our new van.

It took some huffing and puffing but we hauled in the snuggly sofa and the scrubbed pine table, which fitted quite well in the kitchen when we shoved it up against the stone wall. I had a sudden image of eating breakfast there before school, and a wave of happiness made me grin.

Our home.

‘Which room do you want?’ I asked Mum.

‘I thought I’d take the one with the diagonal beam, as you’re still growing. We’re going to be here for years and years, after all!’

I nodded. I was nearly the same height as Mum and didn’t fancy banging my head every time I got out of bed. The thought of spending more than a year in the same place made me feel giddy! I walked into my own room and breathed in the cold, musty air. Reaching to touch each wall, I spun around, kicking up my heels.

The cottage was clearly very old. It had thick walls and tiny oblong windows, the leaded glass criss-crossed with a diamond pattern. Backing out, I wandered around the rest of our home, noticing different things. In the kitchen was a huge fireplace; I stared at it, imagining a black pot bubbling over the embers. I walked into the snug, with its beautiful grey and red flagstone floor laid over with squares of threadbare carpet. A thick rug would look amazing here. And a lamp to curl up under and read. Heaven!

Our beds were arriving later, so I went back to my room to decide which side mine should go. Thick grey cobwebs were strung along the ceiling, glistening with tiny dead things. I wrinkled my nose at them, eager to unpack the hoover and give everything a good going over.

There was no way I was sharing our new home with a thousand spiders. No way.

After unpacking for a while we stopped for a quick snack, and then Mum suggested I call Lex so we could explore the surrounding area. ‘Don’t get lost in those woods, though,’ she said. ‘They look huge on that map.’ She was talking about the thick, dark green woodland curving around our tiny back garden. I’d already seen a couple of buzzards soaring above the trees, and Mrs Hallorann had mentioned there were deer.

I couldn’t wait to show Lex the cottage. I hadn’t seen her for ages due to the move, and she must’ve been busy too, because she was taking a weirdly long time to reply to my messages.

Lex arrived on her ancient bike, eager to see the place. Her eyes were goggling like a fish’s behind her new glasses – black and green frames this time. 

‘I haven’t seen you for a while,’ I said, frowning and trying to remember the last time we were together.

She shrugged as she leaned her bike against the rickety fence. ‘You’ve been moving house, and I’ve been busy seeing Regan a fair bit, actually…’

I blinked. Regan? One of the deadly duo? Since when were Lex and Regan spending one-on-one time together?

‘Anyway. The new cottage. I love it!’ she said, pulling a lump wrapped in kitchen roll from her pocket and passing me a brownie her gran had baked. ‘It’s so tiny and cute!’

‘Come on,’ I said, trying to get my happy feeling back. ‘I never knew there were woods and so much countryside here, did you?’ Forcing a smile, I tried to ignore the thoughts swirling around my mind. Regan? Why is Lex seeing her so much? Are they best friends now? There was a tiny cold feeling in my chest. I nibbled at the brownie, but I wasn’t hungry.

‘I didn’t,’ she said. ‘Although I’m sure I heard that there are some ruins round here somewhere.’

‘Yes!’ I tried to smile. ‘They’re going to become an eco-spa hotel, courtesy of Mrs Hallorann, Mum’s sort-of-boss. You know – the American lady who wears feathers all the time.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Yep. She wants to make the lake into a trout farm and plant a vineyard.’

We walked out of the shadows in the front garden and into the sunshine.

‘Boo!’ came a shout. Shocked, I shaded my eyes and tensed as I saw two familiar figures walking up the path.

‘Oh, cool!’ said Lex, waving at them wildly. ‘I thought I’d better message Regan and tell her that I was coming to see you.’

‘You messaged Regan?’ I said, squinting.

‘Well, she did have tea at mine yesterday, after that maths test!’

I thought about that. Regan had tea at Lex’s on Friday night? I hadn’t had tea at Lex’s for months! Stung, I moved a little further away from her.

‘Hi, Skylar,’ I said. And more quietly, ‘Morning, Regan.’

Regan flipped her bum-bag to the side and nodded hello.

‘Do you seriously live here?’ said Skylar, in full queen-bee mode. She sounded aghast, flicking her immaculate shining bob. ‘It’s about the same size as our bathroom.’

I rolled my eyes, telling myself Skylar didn’t mean to be rude, she just kind of was.

‘Don’t be so mean,’ said Regan, elbowing her. ‘It’s a bit bigger than that.’

‘We were just going to explore,’ I said. ‘Want to join us?’

Regan nodded, but Skylar just widened her eyes. ‘Walking?’ she asked. ‘I have my new trainers on, you know, with hand-stitched sequins, so we can’t go anywhere muddy, or damp, or too grassy…’

‘Oh, the sequins will be fine,’ called Lex, flashing a grin at Regan. ‘No mud anywhere, it’s been dry for days.’

‘Look at that!’ Skylar pointed at the manor house.

‘Yes – our next job,’ I said.

It was clear that Spooktwist had once been an impressive manor house, but obviously something terrible had happened because half of it was flattened into uneven piles of grey stone. Many of the piles were blackened, like they’d been burned. Trees and bushes grew all over it, but on the upright half one last window twinkled in the light like it contained a thousand diamonds.

‘My dad is getting into property development, you know,’ said Skylar. ‘He might like to have a look at that.’

‘Mrs Hallorann would eat him for breakfast,’ I said. ‘She’s developed skyscrapers in Chicago and even an Olympic swimming pool in Switzerland.’ 

I shaded my eyes from the sun and examined the style of the standing part, which, due to a lone crumbling column by the door, I thought looked like a Jacobean building. Maybe it had first been built in the early 1600s. I’d learned all about old buildings because of my work with Mum, and history had become my favourite subject. I was a level ten super-nerd on how buildings had changed through the ages.

‘Shall we go and have a closer look?’ I said.

‘I don’t know how I feel about big old houses after what happened at Darkling Manor,’ said Lex. ‘I mean, Halloween was wild. Remember the ghost spiders? I bet there’s millions of spiders in there too.

Regan snorted. ‘Halloween was mainly wild because of all the wild-life in that place.’

Lex patted her on the shoulder and they giggled, their heads close together.

Regan examined her nails. ‘It was more fun watching TV at my house, right?’ She nudged Lex. ‘Remember that film we saw about the killer clowns?’

Lex shuddered. ‘Too scary for me.’

I felt rooted to the grass I was standing on. I tried to concentrate on the bare trees and the frosty branches and the magpies flying around everywhere, and not on what films Lex and Regan had seen without me. Killer clowns?

Skylar pulled a face. ‘I don’t have time to sit and watch TV. Last weekend, Mum flew in from Dubai and we went shopping for four hours, and bought everything I wanted, including these designer trainers.’ She wriggled a foot at us. ‘They’re an early Christmas present.’

‘Hmm,’ I looked at the sparkly white trainers and twisted my mouth to the side as I thought about the beds I would have to help build and the little thrift-shop rocking chair I had to sand. ‘I don’t really get spare time for TV, movies or shopping. Mum always finds me something to do.’

The others looked at each other, and I felt my cheeks warm.

We headed along a thin deer track that led from the cottage across a field of tall grass. The November frost looked like sprinkled icing sugar, glinting in the sunshine.

‘Pretty,’ I muttered, staring around, gritting my teeth hard because I was dangerously close to crying.

I sped up to be alone as we walked towards the manor, and caught a glimpse of something moving behind the top of the window. ‘What is that?’ I blurted, straining my eyes, but whatever it was seemed to freeze, and all was still. I frowned as I tried to figure out what it could have been, but apart from a squirrel or magpie, my mind was blank.

‘What?’ said Skylar, standing next to me and staring. ‘It’s just a trash pile, Bella.’

‘Ah, yeah. I thought there was… I guess it must’ve been the sun,’ I muttered.

See, the thing hadn’t moved like an animal or a bird… it had looked more like a person. But there couldn’t be anybody up there. Surely. Clambering around inside the ruin would be incredibly dangerous. After I’d sneakily searched the window from top to bottom, so the others wouldn’t think I was even more weird, I peered down into the deepest part of the valley, and shook my head in amazement.

In the area between us and the ruin, edging right up to the wood, was an enormous shaggy circle made up of thick twisty hedges.

‘Look!’ I said, forgetting everything. ‘A maze!’
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‘Oh wow,’ said Lex. ‘I love mazes! There has to be a mathematical way of solving that. Wait – what’s in the middle?’

‘Just shadows?’ I craned my neck. There was something black pointing upwards from the centre, but from here I couldn’t tell what it was. ‘Maybe some sort of tree?’

‘I’ve done mazes before,’ said Skylar. ‘There’s a maize maze we used to do when I was little. Dad would send me in and wait with his girlfriend and the picnic until I found my way out. Sometimes it took hours!’ She stared down at the grass and blinked. ‘He never came in looking for me, either.’

I patted her shoulder. Despite how spiky and spoiled she could be, sometimes I felt sorry for her.

‘Come on!’ I said. ‘We have to go in!’

‘Go in?’ Lex spluttered. ‘Before we’ve mapped it? Are you serious?’

We could have mapped it, I thought to myself, but you invited everyone.

‘It’s quite big,’ said Regan, unzipping her bum-bag and pulling out a nail file. ‘Are you sure about this, Bella?’

‘Sure I’m sure.’ I glared at her, noticing her fingernails were a lovely iridescent lilac, and that annoyed me more. My own nails were ragged and speckled in paint most of the time from all the decorating.

She opened her mouth to say something else, but I turned away and strode towards the maze like it was calling me. The tall boundary hedges were dark yew. They must be hundreds of years old, I thought. Patches of soft silver path gleamed through the thick branches, and my feet ached to walk on them. This was a-maze-ing!

I stood at the entrance and called to the others to hurry up.

‘I’m not sure,’ Lex was saying. ‘It’s really cold. Can’t we go back to the cottage and share the last brownies?’

‘Where’s your sense of adventure?’ I asked.

‘I lost it down a well, remember?’ She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. ‘That whole thing where Alice the ghost floated me down, and Skylar dropped her phone on my ankle?’

‘I loved that phone,’ said Skylar.

‘OK, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘That well at Darkling really wasn’t good. And those ghost spiders…’ I shuddered. ‘But please, Lex? This is so cool – we have to try it. We can mark our path or something with stick arrows? I promise we won’t get lost.’

‘Stick arrows,’ said Lex. ‘We did something about them in forest school, you know.’

Skylar rolled her eyes. ‘Pur-leese. I have GPS on my phone. A satellite will tell us exactly where we are.’

‘GPS?’ scoffed Lex. ‘How will that work in a hedge maze? People use it for roads, don’t they?’

‘All I know is it’s the best GPS available,’ said Skylar, waving her phone at Lex. ‘Maybe it will help.’

Lex closed her eyes and I stifled a smile.

The maze walls towered over us; the hedge tops leaned in, forming a green tunnel.

‘This is brilliant!’ I breathed.

We walked in, Lex crouching slightly and staring upwards, me turning slow circles to enjoy every angle. The pale November sunshine was even more muted inside, held off by the thick, dark green branches stretching over us. Everything was instantly quieter, and cooler. I shivered and hugged my arms around my waist.

When I glanced back at the entrance, it seemed to be getting smaller, the hedges tangling together as the breeze blew.

‘It’s like it wants to keep us in,’ said Lex.

I blinked at her. Regan and Skylar huddled together as they walked, and I smiled back at them, partly to reassure myself. This was how it should be: them as best friends, and me and Lex. I snuck a glance at Lex, but she was grinning back at Regan. 

The deeper we went, the quieter it became. The birdsong hushed, and the squabbling of the Castleton magpies and crows that used to wake me up at Darkling was totally gone. The path twisted back and forth, and made me think about the Spooktwist name. Was it because of this maze? The way the branches seemed to twist together in the wind?

Randomly, I turned right and then left; everyone followed, staying quiet.

‘Listen…’ I held up a hand, the weirdness of the maze breaking through my feelings.

‘There’s nothing!’ whispered Lex, leaning forward. Her whisper tickled my ear. ‘I don’t really like it, Bella. Can we go back now?’

‘Yeah, I think maybe we should turn back,’ said Regan.

Skylar checked her trainers from a few angles and nodded. ‘No sequin fatigue so far,’ she said. ‘But that’s the quality you get when you pay for the best.’

‘Come on!’ I said, challenging them. ‘Just a bit further…’ Then I felt a pang. It was true. They’d had a bad time at Darkling Manor – we all had. Maybe it was me who needed to be cautious. The shadowy path led onwards. But what’s around the next bend? I couldn’t help thinking.

We came to another junction. Which way? Was there a special way to solve a maze? I vaguely remembered reading somewhere about holding your left hand flat to the wall or hedge, and walking an incredibly long route where you never let go; the only logical way to find the middle.

‘Let’s go left,’ I said instinctively, the overall magic and mystery of the place mesmerising me. Forget logic. This was too cool! The others stumbled after me, clambering over some roots that had grown across the path. ‘Do a stick arrow, just in case!’

‘There aren’t any sticks.’ Lex said.

I squinted into the hedge beside us. She was right; it was so dense, there was no way of reaching in for even a tiny branch.

‘Uh-oh,’ said Regan, looking worried as she zipped and unzipped her little bag. Skylar pulled out her phone and started tapping and swiping rapidly.

‘It’s fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll just… Ah, hang on… The satellite is offline. Hmm. I’ll try my map app. Erm, wait a minute… it isn’t loading.’ She shook her phone and dropped it on the ground. ‘Drat!’ she said, swooping to pick it up. ‘Good job Dad got me the diamond-level insurance, right, everyone?’

‘So can your phone tell us the way?’ I asked. 

She chewed her lip. ‘Sorry, Bella, it’s not working. Probably because we’re in a dip, and the hedges are so tall.’

‘It might not work because the satellite can’t see us in here under the thick hedges,’ said Lex. ‘Like I said, only roads are usually on apps and maps. We’re sort of off grid.’

Everyone exchanged anxious glances.

‘I like the grid,’ said Regan. ‘I like knowing where I am at all times.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘The maze can’t be that big. Even if we do get lost, it won’t be for long.’

‘Are you sure?’ Lex said.

I nodded, trying to project a confidence I wasn’t really feeling. But I was desperate to keep walking, to keep going. Something was urging me forward, and it was fun! Creepy… and dark… but fun!

I caught a glimpse of something turning a corner at the end of the next path. A flash of grey and a swish of something. Was that an eye?

I stopped dead. My heart thumped in my ears. Was something else in here with us? I tried to peer around the bend in the hedges.

Lex bumped into me, and someone into her.

‘Why have we stopped?’ asked Regan.

‘There was…’ There was what? A something, all pale and sort of drifty. I found myself thinking that the eye had caught mine for a fraction of a second. I shivered. It had looked right at me. Everything in the maze was hushed, like the very hedges were frozen still. Had it really been an eye? Like, from a face?

Maybe I was imagining things. The stress of moving house. Sure. I examined the tangled branches all around us, trying to see whether the shadow I’d seen had actually been a magpie or something. A cloud passing in front of the sun? But in here, there wasn’t any sunshine. There wasn’t really any explanation for the… greyish misty-eye thing. I squeezed my fingernails into my palms as my brain scrabbled for what to do. Should we go back? What if this strange grey person was dangerous? But wait. I sucked in a breath and turned to look at the paths we’d followed. Which way even was the way back?! I dithered, spinning one way and the other. Everything looked the same, the hedges looming and the shadows growing. We couldn’t just stand here forever, or the eye-thing would get us. I glanced at the others, seeing their various puzzled and panicked faces, and forced myself to keep walking.

We turned another corner and I got a face full of wet cobweb.

‘Ugh!’ I spluttered, rubbing at my cheeks. ‘How big was that web!?’

‘There’s a spider in your ear!’ said Lex, grabbing my earlobe and waggling it. ‘Ooh, is it an orb weaver?’

‘EWWW!’ said Regan, scooting backwards. ‘Not a fan.’

‘Stop!’ I shouted.

I leaned forward and shook my head at high speed. A big spider plopped out and flipped back into the hedge. ‘Yuck!’

After a minute of me trying to calm down, we carried on. The hedge walls grew taller, knitting together in parts, creating tunnels that made our footsteps echo strangely. I realised we were on high-alert, creeping quietly onwards, bunching together. 

Lex grabbed my shoulder in a vice-like grip. ‘What was that?’ she hissed.

‘What was what?’ I peered ahead, just making out a shimmer of grey.

‘I saw a woman!’ Lex’s voice was getting all high. ‘And she was… Well, she was…’

‘She was what?’

‘She was misty. Grey. Like a shadow-person!’ Lex rubbed her eyes. ‘She just went around that bend!’

I stared at her. ‘I think I did too—’

‘You saw a what?’ Skylar interrupted. ‘Who?’

‘Yes, what’s happening?’ Regan had been facing the other way. ‘I was making sure the spider didn’t follow us.’

‘Please can we turn back?’ whispered Lex. ‘We can go and look at the manor house ruins instead? I don’t like this.’

I started to shiver. Hold on, when did it get so cold? I glanced around to try and get my bearings, but with the spider and then Lex seeing a misty thing too, I still wasn’t sure which way to go next. I pictured the shaggy circle we’d seen earlier from up by the ruins, but I couldn’t imagine where we were now inside it. This maze seemed weirdly bigger from the inside.

‘Erm… try not to worry, but I have no idea which path is the way, back.’ I finally admitted, hugging my arms around myself.

‘What do you mean?’ said Regan, her eyes huge. ‘We can just retrace our steps, right?’

‘Right?’ echoed Skylar.

‘I’m not sure if we came from that way, or that one,’ I said, pointing to two identical dark green tunnels behind us. ‘I was busy with the spider in my ear.’ And then the creepy misty thing that saw me.

‘Why do both ways look exactly the same?’ said Lex. ‘This place is creeping me out. It’s like being inside a magic eye picture. All the leaves are confusing me.’

We reached a fork, and again I took the left side. The path curved to the right, and then three routes opened up to us. ‘Which way now?’ I was beginning to feel a bit wobbly.

Mum would be cross if I didn’t get back in time for lunch, and I had no idea how she’d be able to find and rescue us from here. I stupidly hadn’t brought my phone. Skylar kept holding hers up and scowling, clearly not getting anywhere with the map app. Lex pointed to the middle path, so we walked on. There was nothing else to do but keep going. Maybe we’d find the centre of the maze, and a more logical way out would be revealed.

I flinched at a loud buzzing. ‘Watch out for a bees’ nest,’ I said, frowning. Bees, in November? But the buzzing was coming from the path, and as we turned a corner, I jerked back in horror. Flies circled slowly above something dead lying on the ground. Maggots wriggled and pulsed all over it.

‘Oh, that’s a late stage of decay,’ said Lex, leaning closer. ‘Was that a rabbit, do you think? Or a squirrel?’

‘Argh!’ shrieked Skylar. ‘The inside bits are outside! Don’t look!’ She covered Regan’s eyes with a hand, and hauled her past to the other side. Regan tripped and almost fell in the maggoty mess.
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‘Woah!’ I said, leaning to push her safely clear. I held my nose with the other hand. The rotten meat stink was coming off it in waves. If this animal couldn’t find its way out and had ended up dead in here, that didn’t bode well for us. I imagined maggots wriggling in my hair, then forced myself to stop looking at it.

The path split again. I turned right, glad to be away from the poor dead creature. It showed we were on a new route, anyway, as we hadn’t walked past it before. The thought of going round and round in a loop was chilling.

I sniffed, happier that the air was fresh, leafy and mossy again. We hopped like gymkhana ponies over a large wavy stick, and the path curved sharply right.

In front of me stood a tall figure with long black hair. I forgot to breathe.

It was the face… the eye! The misty-grey thing. Lex was right! It was a woman.

‘Oh m… my…’ I said, my arms prickling.

Her skin was deathly white. Her eyes were dark: huge, but calm, like deep, strange oceans of night. I blinked at a rope tied loosely around her neck – crudely woven and heavy. She watched us expectantly, and a terrifying question bubbled up inside me.
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