



[image: Escape from the Castle of Illusions by Alex Bell.]










[image: Escape from the Castle of Illusions by Alex Bell. Published by Rock the Boat.]












For Jan Cannon.


Thank you for making me smile/laugh/feel better


every day that we worked together


for more than ten years.







[image: Bess and her parents sit around their kitchen table eating breakfast. Behind Bess stands Echo, a glossy black carousel horse come to life.]














[image: ]





Chapter 1


“You can’t have your cursed horse at the table!” Bess’s dad exclaimed. “It’s bad enough that we’re expected to put up with a talking raven.”


Bess sighed. Things at home had become rather fraught since she’d returned from her last trip with the Train of Dark Wonders a couple of days ago. Her parents were tense and agitated, and Bess couldn’t really blame them since she was quite tense and agitated herself. This time last year she’d had no idea that there was a network of secret train tunnels hidden deep underground, leading to gateways to other worlds.


Although she’d loved visiting the Land of Halloween Sweets and the Land of Cursed Creatures, there had been perilous moments too. She didn’t particularly wish to come face to face with ghostly gummy bears or zombie ducks again, that was for sure. Of course, it had been worth it for the thrill of the adventure and, most of all, for the wonderful new friendships she had made on board the train.


“Echo isn’t a cursed horse, Dad,” she said calmly. “She’s an enchanted fairy-tale horse from a wicked stepmother’s carousel.”


“Is there a difference?” her mum asked.


“Well, yes. Echo can travel through mirrors, for a start. That’s why I need her here – so I can speak to Professor Ash. Cursed horses can’t do that. Neither can cursed unicorns, although they can summon bats and nightmares, and they make very good guard animals.”


Now more than ever, Bess was glad to have a cursed unicorn to guard the gateway in the tunnels beneath the Odditorium.


“Oh, Bess,” her mum replied. “When did you become such an expert on all these terrible things?”


Bess’s parents did not care for the peculiar or the bizarre. They both worked in Roseville’s famous rose garden, tending to the flowers there, and wanted nothing more than a peaceful, simple life. Bess had always been different and now she knew why. She was descended from a long line of wicked stepsisters. The very same ones, it seemed, who had been entangled with Cinderella all those years ago.


“I wish Dad had never opened that Odditorium,” Bess’s father said in a gloomy tone.


The Odditorium had once been the Harper family’s home, although really it was more of a mansion. These days it was a museum that housed all the oddities and curiosities that Bess’s grandfather had collected on his travels after fleeing the Land of Fairy Tales. He had died a few months ago, leaving the Odditorium in his will to Bess, who loved the museum every bit as much as he had. Her parents, however, were hopelessly baffled by the place.


“But since he did dream up the Odditorium,” her dad went on, “we must decide what we’re going to do about it. That’s why I called this family meeting.” He tapped the kitchen table with its rose-patterned tablecloth. There were flowers everywhere in Bess’s home and not the biting, whispering, interesting kind. These were all perfectly ordinary flowers – pretty enough, but also incredibly boring and completely useless. “We know you’ve been skipping school to go to the Odditorium. Your teacher rang to tell us. She’s very unhappy and wants to talk about this more after half term.”


Bess tried not to groan. She’d known that this would happen sooner or later. “School makes me so miserable, Dad,” she said quietly. “I don’t fit in there. I can’t be myself. I’m not—”


“Bess, I’m sorry, but you really are going to have to move that horse,” her mum interrupted. “I can’t concentrate with it staring at me like that.”


Bess stifled another sigh as she turned to Echo. There were painted purple berries in the horse’s mane and tail, and a long pole went straight down through her middle, festooned with tiny bats and blood-red apples. Echo was a glossy shade of black and looked completely lifeless. Until, that is, she bared her teeth at Bess’s mum and made a slight growling sound in the back of her throat.


Bess put a calming hand on Echo’s neck. “It’s all right,” she said hastily. The horse was quite sensitive and had high expectations when it came to politeness. Unfortunately, she had been known to bite people who didn’t treat her with respect. “Would you mind waiting for me in my room?” Bess asked. “I’ll be up soon.”


Echo huffed out a breath, then turned around and trotted from the kitchen. She had an odd, unnatural sort of gait that mimicked the up-and-down motion of a carousel horse. As they heard the clip-clop of her hooves on the stairs, Bess’s parents both breathed a sigh of relief.


“I know you’re unhappy at school,” her mum went on. “Perhaps we could organise a meeting with Miss Benn and see if there’s anything she can do to make things a bit easier?”


Bess shook her head. There was nothing her teacher could do, and the fact that her mum thought there was, just showed how little she understood about the whole situation. Bess cleared her throat nervously. “Actually, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask. Do you remember I told you about Madam Blythe? Beau’s mum?”


“The one who runs a secret school in Bavaria?” her dad said.


Madam Blythe’s school was, by all appearances, for ballerinas, but Bess knew from past experience that this was a very special type of school. These dancers were also taught how to move silently, make themselves almost invisible and wield a sword, to say nothing of throwing stars and hand claws. The jury was still out on whether the students could actually read minds or tell the time by looking into the eyes of a cat.


“Yes,” she said. “That one. Well, she, um… She told me that there was a place for me there. If I wanted it.” Bess forced herself to look her parents in the eye. “And I do want it, so, so much. I’d still come home at the weekends to see you and check in on the Odditorium.” She held up her hand to stop her parents from interrupting and hurried on. “I know you’re going to say no. But could you at least think about it first? Please?”


She held her breath and every single muscle was unbearably tense as she waited for the answer. She wanted to go so badly. She would have to hire a manager for the Odditorium, of course, but she’d been thinking she ought to do that anyway so that someone could take care of the place during the day while she was at school. And if she could go to Madam Blythe’s school, then she would finally learn about things that were useful and interesting, alongside children who were more like her.


Her parents were silent for a moment. “We want you to be happy, Bess,” her mum finally said. “And we know that school makes you miserable. But we need to consider what’s best for your future. And I’m not sure that a half ballet, half ninja boarding school is suitable.” She glanced at Bess’s dad. “We’ll have a think and talk about this a bit more later. But for now, you can’t just stop going to school. We were very disappointed to hear from your teacher.”


“I know, Mum. And I’m sorry. But there’s a reason I’ve been spending more time at the Odditorium,” Bess admitted. “I’m trying to find something important. Pops stole a magic slipper from Queen Cinderella and now she wants it back.”


She didn’t add that her friends from the train – Maria, Beau and Louie – were secretly staying at the Odditorium to help her look for the slipper. They’d insisted they were going to stay with her until the gateway to the Land of Fairy Tales had been and gone. If her parents found out, they would be sure to flap and say that the Odditorium was no fit place for children to sleep, even temporarily. They would have been quite right if Bess’s friends had been ordinary children – but the truth was that all three of them were very far from that. They seemed to quite enjoy camping out in the lobby, beneath the flickering light of Maria’s fire whale. Bess would have liked to join them for their sleepovers there too.


“Is that why the Odditorium is overrun with brambles like some sort of Snow White castle?” her mum asked.


“Well, it was actually Sleeping Beauty’s castle that had the brambles,” Bess couldn’t help pointing out. “But, yes. We’ve learned that the gateway to the Land of Fairy Tales will arrive sooner than expected, in less than a month. And then Cinderella will come for her slipper.”


Her dad leaned back in his chair. “Then the solution is very simple. I don’t know what all the bother is about. Just hand over the shoe. I mean, it is hers.”


Bess shook her head. “But Pops took it for a reason. Look, the fairy tales aren’t like the ones we know from the books. Pops told me once that he didn’t like those books because they only gave one side of the story. I’ve got it on good authority that Queen Cinderella is actually, well…kind of evil. When Pops took her slipper, he was trying to do the right thing.”


“It isn’t our fight, Bess,” her mum said firmly. “Pops should never have left you to deal with such a messy situation. I think your father and I have been rather indulgent about all of this. Perhaps a bit too indulgent. No matter what’s going on with the Odditorium, you must go to school. And if someone wants their stolen property back, then you must give it to them. It’s as simple as that.”


Bess clamped her mouth shut. It wasn’t as simple as that, but what could she say to make her parents understand? It seemed impossible to put across the gravity of the situation. For a start, Bess didn’t have the faintest idea where Cinderella’s slipper was. The whispering flowers had told her that it was hidden in the Odditorium somewhere. She could still hear their peculiar voices inside her head: There are corridors and chambers in this house that you know nothing of, Elizabeth Harper. Things your pops never showed you or wanted you to see…


Bess had searched the Odditorium from top to bottom many times now and still found no trace of the slipper. She had tried using her stepsister voice on the whispering flowers, commanding them to tell her where the slipper was, but the flowers insisted they didn’t know. But even if Bess did manage to find it and even if she did meekly hand it back when Queen Cinderella arrived, she didn’t believe that would be the end of it. Because Cinderella was angry – in fact, she was furious – about the theft. Bess had the feeling that the fairy-tale queen would want to make her family suffer for what Pops had done. And maybe it was the stepsister blood in her, but Bess knew that she wouldn’t hand the slipper over to Cinderella anyway, even if that was an option. Pops had risked everything to take it with him when he had fled the Land of Fairy Tales, and he must have done so for a reason.


“Besides,” her dad went on, “how unpleasant can a fairy-tale princess actually be? Don’t they spend their days singing to mice and so on?”


“She isn’t a princess anymore, Dad,” Bess said quietly. “She’s a queen. And anyway, I haven’t even found the slipper yet. That’s why I skipped school.”


“Would you like us to help you look for it?” her mum asked. “I’m sure we could spare a few hours after work.”


“It’s all right,” Bess said hurriedly. “It’s in the Odditorium somewhere. I’m sure I’ll find it if I search every day after school.”


“Well, I’m glad we’re all agreed,” Dad said, looking pleased.


They weren’t agreed on anything at all, but Bess didn’t volunteer this information. She felt bad about the omissions and half-truths that were piling up around her, but she couldn’t think how else to deal with the situation. She felt a flash of frustration towards Pops for not preparing her better. Of course, he’d believed that the gateway to the Land of Fairy Tales wouldn’t arrive for another hundred years and that he’d made the Odditorium secure with the whispering flowers and Dora the guard goose. Even so, it would have been nice to have had a heads-up and a few pointers about what to do if it arrived early.


“And, er, how long exactly will the cursed horse be staying with us?” her mum asked carefully.


“Just until Professor Ash gets back with the Train of Dark Wonders,” Bess replied. “Hopefully any day now. I said I’d let him know when I found the slipper.” What she didn’t tell her parents was that Professor Ash had also made Bess promise to use Echo to check in with him every day to let him know she and the others were safe.


Bess’s original plan had been to keep Echo at the museum. But unfortunately, it seemed that enchanted carousel horses were allergic to cursed unicorns. And Bess happened to have brought one back with her from the Land of Cursed Creatures to keep watch over the signal crossing where the gateway would appear, hidden in the tunnels beneath the Odditorium. Dora, the guard goose, was too old and frail to do the job anymore and Nova was the perfect replacement.


Bess was more relieved than ever to have a new guard creature for the tunnel, but Echo was so allergic to the unicorn that she kept sneezing, even when they were on different floors of the building. And when the enchanted horse from the wicked stepmother’s carousel sneezed, she snorted out tiny toadstools that were jewel-red and quite pretty but smelled so fiendishly bad that Bess and her friends had all started gagging. Not only that, but when they touched the toadstools with their bare hands, the toadstools popped like balloons, showering them in a fizzing green dust that turned them, albeit temporarily, into frogs.


Nobody much cared for the stench or being turned into an amphibian. This was an uncomfortable and unpleasant experience which left Bess feeling icky and slimy long after she’d gone back to being human. It gave her a new respect for Louie, who was a werewolf. Bess couldn’t think where else to put Echo and so she’d been forced to bring her home.


“I’d better go check on her,” she said now, standing up from the table. “Make sure she’s not getting up to any mischief.”


“Let us know if you need any help with this slipper,” her dad called after her as she walked to the door.


“Will do,” Bess said, waving her hand.


She was relieved to escape upstairs to her bedroom, but when she opened the door, she saw her raven, Jet, perched on the headboard of her bed, practically vibrating with indignation.


“Well?” the bird demanded in an icy tone. “Are you going to do something about this or am I to be entirely forsaken now that you have such an abundance of animal companions?”


Bess bit back a groan as her eyes swept the room and she realised that Echo was over by her desk, happily gobbling up the sugared plums she’d left out for Jet. The talking raven had been a gift from Ember, her fairy godmother, and she was very fond of him despite his prickly nature. Jet had been even more touchy since Nova had joined them, and Echo’s presence wasn’t helping much either.


Bess hastily grabbed her mirrored cloak from where she’d draped it over a chair. Made by the enchanted spinning wheel hidden away in the Odditorium’s attic, it was curse-and-arrow-proof and also had a selection of magic pockets whose contents were continuously replenished. Bess reached her fingers into the dried-frog pocket and dangled one in front of Echo, tempting the horse away from the sugared plums. Like Nova, she had a particular liking for the shrivelled green snacks.


“I’m really sorry, Jet,” she said in her most soothing voice as Echo crunched up the frog. “I’ll get you some more plums, I promise. There’s another couple growing on the tree already, look.”


She pointed to the shelf on the other side of the room where her pressed trees were lined up. Bess’s whole family were good with plants in one way or another, and this was Bess’s speciality. All she had to do was take a leaf, a piece of root or sprig of blossom and press it into a book, and soon enough, an entire miniature tree would emerge, often magical in some way. There were all sorts on Bess’s shelf, from the poisoned-apple tree growing out of the book of fairy tales to the ghost tree drifting up from a novel about a haunted house. There was also a sugared-plum tree for Jet, and Bess picked one of its fruits and presented it to her raven as a peace offering.


Jet huffed out an annoyed breath. His back was hunched and his beady eyes gleamed in a hurt way. Bess ran her fingers gently over his glossy feathers.


“I know there’s been a lot of disruption,” she said softly. “It’s unsettling for me too. But when this business with Cinderella is over, things will calm down and then you can have an entire mountain of sugared plums. Echo won’t be here for long. There’s really no need to be jealous.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Elizabeth,” Jet snapped. “I’ve never been jealous in my life.” He snatched the plum from her crossly.


Bess left him to his snack and turned away to inspect her new tree. When she’d first discovered she was from a line of wicked stepsisters, her fairy godmother had given her a beautiful book called The Comprehensive Guide to Being a Wicked Stepsister (and Changing the World). To Bess’s delight, one of the chapters in this book was called “Poisoned Apples and Their Uses”. By studying it closely, she had managed to grow an entirely new type of poisoned-apple tree.


The tree was there on the shelf, its slim trunk twisting up from the pages of a book of lullabies. The little apples on its branches were a pearly white colour and if Bess stroked the trunk, the apples opened up tiny mouths and began to sing a strange, dark lullaby, a tune that crept and crawled through people’s minds, sending them straight to sleep. It only worked on people – not animals – and as it was a miniature tree, it didn’t send people to sleep for long. With their permission, Bess had tested it out on her friends at the Odditorium. They would fall asleep as soon as the apples started singing and then wake up again with no memory of what had happened. Bess herself was completely unaffected, although she had no idea whether this was because of her stepsister blood or the fact that she’d created the tree.


She didn’t like the idea of using poisoned-apple trees against people, but it seemed to her that this was about as gentle as a weapon could get. After all, no one got hurt. And she would need all the protection available to her if she ever found herself face to face with Cinderella.


Bess picked up her cloak and swung it over her shoulders, tying the green velvet ribbon under her chin. “Come on,” she said, turning to Jet. “It’s time for us to check in with Professor Ash.”


Jet swooped down to land on her shoulder, gripping firmly with his talons. Bess coaxed Echo over to stand before the floor-length mirror and hopped up onto the horse’s back. She cleared her throat and spoke in a clear voice. “Echo. Please take us to Professor Ash.”


The carousel horse blinked once. Then Bess’s bedroom disappeared and she found herself on the other side of the mirror.
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Chapter 2


It was freezing and Bess was glad of her cloak as swirls of frosty mist drifted past. They were still facing the mirror and for a moment she saw her empty bedroom on the other side, but then the glass rippled and her bedroom vanished to be replaced with Professor Ash’s study in the Train of Dark Wonders. Bess looked out at the cosy, book-lined space with its comfortable armchairs and crackling fire. She saw Pickwick, the professor’s favourite bat, hanging upside down from his roost in the corner and Mish, the tiny bumblebee bat, licking up smears of jam from a tea tray on the desk. But there was no sign of Professor Ash himself.


“Rude,” Jet sniffed. “Doesn’t he care if we turn into icicles in here?”


Bess frowned. They’d agreed a specific time for these mirror meetings and Professor Ash had been there waiting the previous two days. He knew as well as anyone that it was bitterly cold inside a mirror, with frostbite being a real concern if you lingered too long.


“Of course he cares,” she said. “Something must have come up. We’ll have to try again later.”


But then the door burst open and the professor hurried inside. His chestnut-coloured hair was in disarray and he was out of breath as if he’d been running.


“Ah, good,” he gasped, hurrying over to the mirror. “I haven’t missed you. Apologies for my tardiness. I was consulting with the trolls here at Dark Central Station. They tell me there is a special padlock, called a diamond lock, that can secure any door. If we can fasten one to the signal-crossing barrier before the gateway to the Land of Fairy Tales arrives, then nothing whatsoever will be able to get through.”


“Is it too much to hope that you have one of these diamond locks tucked in your pocket?” Jet asked before Bess could speak.


“Alas, I don’t have one just yet,” the professor admitted.


“But we can get one?” Bess said.


“The diamond locks are quite rare,” Professor Ash replied.


“Of course they are.” Jet sighed.


“But I’ve been given the location of one,” the professor went on. “The Train of Wonders is setting off as we speak, at top speed, to fetch it. We should be back within a week.”


Bess nodded. They had just under three weeks until the gateway was due to arrive, so this should give them enough time, in theory. But, as they knew from experience, the gateways didn’t always arrive exactly as predicted. And until the diamond lock was in her hand, Bess was going to feel extremely tense about the situation. Her cursed unicorn was a powerful guard, but what if Nova still wasn’t enough to stop Cinderella from coming through?


“This is good news, Miss Harper,” Professor Ash said gently. “We now know there is a means by which we can secure the door. We might not have the lock yet, but we will have it soon, I promise.”


“Thank you, professor,” Bess said. “I’m so grateful for all your help.”


In fact, the only thing making this situation bearable was that she had the support of her friends. It was too cold to linger any longer inside the mirror. Bess could feel Jet shivering on her shoulder and she was frozen too. She could barely feel her fingers and toes.


“Give my love to the gang,” Professor Ash said. “And I’ll see you at the same time tomorrow.”


Bess waved goodbye then leaned down to speak to Echo. “Please take us home.”


The mirror rippled, the Train of Dark Wonders was lost from view and Bess found herself back in her own bedroom.


“Let’s go and tell the others,” Bess said to Jet as she dismounted. “We can get you some more plums on the way.”


She gave Echo a final pat and went to let her parents know she was going to the Odditorium. They stopped by the confectionery shop to pick up an extra-large box of sugared plums, before hurrying on towards the museum. The Odditorium’s grand façade soon came into view. Or at least it had once been a grand façade. Now it was quite difficult to see much of the building at all because it was covered entirely in twisting dark tangles of brambles. Bess paused for a moment to take in the black leaves, sharp thorns and clusters of miniature blood-red poisoned apples, no bigger than marbles. Nobody had ever been daft enough to try to eat one, but their scent caused confusion and disorientation. Just one sniff and enemies would wander about, lost, for hours.


It only worked on foes – not friends. Bess could enter the Odditorium without any problem, and so too could her caretaker, Jamie, and her friends from the train. But when an inspector from the council had shown up, he’d only made it halfway down the path before a puzzled frown came over his face and he began peering around as if he couldn’t quite work out where he was. Before long he was heading back down the path towards the rose garden. Jet kept watch from the rooftop and reported that the man wandered about for more than an hour before finally finding his way to the museum’s front doors to post a letter saying that the council weren’t happy about the brambles. The poisoned apples clearly weren’t enough to keep enemies out forever, but they could at least buy some time.


Bess walked down the path and as she drew nearer, she glimpsed the whispering flowers tucked between the brambles. Their dark petals curled around little mouths that whispered day and night. It wasn’t usually possible to make out what they were saying and they had only spoken coherently together to Bess a handful of times.


The vines drew back from the door as Bess reached for the handle. With Jet on her shoulder, she walked into the museum’s vast lobby where the spectacular fire whale Maria had created drifted happily around up near the ceiling. The miniature mummy from the Land of Halloween Sweets was there too. Wrapped up in grubby bandages from head to toe, he was currently lurching about with his arms stuck out in front of him, snarling, “How dare you disturb my slumber!”


“Don’t worry, Milton,” Bess said as she dodged past him. “We’ll find a way to keep Cinderella out.”


She walked down the corridors, past rooms full of various unique specimens and fascinating exhibits, from mechanical fortune-tellers to haunted dolls and – Bess’s personal favourite – a living, breathing, snapping albino alligator named Blizzard. It was sad to see the Odditorium emptied of visitors again, but it was impossible to remain open when the brambles were everywhere. Bess had had to send the new staff away too, with hasty apologies. The only one left was Jamie, who lived in a cottage in the grounds. He’d originally come from the Land of Fairy Tales with Pops and was descended from Jack of “Jack and the Beanstalk” fame.


Bess made her way to Pops’s old study. Like everything else in the museum, it now belonged to Bess, but it would always feel like her grandfather’s room. It remained just as he had left it, with shelves of travel journals and atlases, a large desk and a battered old sofa where he and Bess had enjoyed reading stories and examining maps together. When Bess walked in now, she found her three friends gathered around the desk, going through boxes of architectural plans for the Odditorium.


“Any luck?” Bess asked.


She’d left them searching for anything that might show the museum’s many secret passageways and hidden staircases. Until recently, Bess had firmly believed that she knew the location of each and every one of these, but she now knew from the whispering flowers that this wasn’t the case.


“We’ve discovered several plans showing secret corridors,” Maria said, looking up.


Maria was a fire witch and her dragon familiar, Cedric, was perched on her shoulder, lazily blowing out smoke rings. She didn’t look much like the witches from Bess’s fairy-tale book. Her brown skin was free from warts and her black hair, currently tied up in a high ponytail, was streaked with bright flashes of red.


“Lucky thing I brought Mycroft,” Beau added, nodding over at his puppet detective. “Otherwise we might never have found them. Those corridors and staircases are drawn in invisible ink.”


Beau was a puppeteer, but the puppets he made were magical and unique. Bess had met many of them, including a chef famed for his pirate soup, a comedian duck and Mycroft, the master detective. Like most of Beau’s creations, the detective was crafted entirely from felt and came up to Beau’s knee. He was dressed in a long coat and deerstalker hat and was currently walking up and down the desk, peering at the papers laid out there with his magnifying glass.


Finally, there was Louie, a gentle pale-skinned boy with white hair who happened to be a werewolf. He was also a talented musician and owned a couple of ghost violins, one to play music for the spirit world and another to exorcise bad spirits. He glanced up at Bess and smiled.


“We’ve put everything we’ve found over to one side.” Louie indicated the pile and Bess eagerly combed through the papers, only to shake her head in disappointment.


“I know about all of these,” she said. “And I’ve already searched them. There’s got to be something else here.”


“Don’t worry,” Beau said confidently. “If there are any undiscovered secret passageways, Mycroft will find them. What did your parents want to talk to you about?”


“My teacher told them I’ve missed some school.”


“Uh-oh!” Maria winced. “Were they cross?”


“They said they were disappointed.”


Everyone groaned in sympathy.


“Did you ask about Mum’s school?” Beau said.


Bess nodded. “They agreed to think about it, which is better than I’d expected. Anyway, I spoke to Professor Ash too, and he’s made some progress.”


She told them about the diamond lock. “In the meantime,” she finished, “all we have to do is find the slipper.”


“How hard can it be?” Maria replied with a grin.
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Chapter 3


One week passed into two and not only had Bess failed to discover Cinderella’s slipper, but Professor Ash had been delayed too. It had taken him longer than expected to track down the diamond lock. To the children’s relief, though, he’d confirmed it was now in his possession and they were expecting him back in Roseville today. Just in time, as they only had four days left before the Land of Fairy Tales would arrive, according to the trolls’ latest timetable.


Meanwhile, thanks to the efforts of Beau’s puppet detective, the children had managed to unearth a couple of secret passageways Bess had previously been unaware of. One led directly to Roseville train station and the other went to the rose garden. Mycroft had also located a secret drawer in Pops’s desk. Bess had hoped that this might be the location of the stolen slipper, but instead it contained a map.


She had seen it once a few years ago, before Pops had whisked it out of her sight. It was a map of the Land of Fairy Tales and Bess remembered seeing Cinderella’s Palace, Jack’s Beanstalk, Snow White’s Forest and the Evil Queen’s Castle all depicted there. Now that she could study it more closely, she saw there were other locations too, such as Captain Hook’s Dockyard, the Story Tree and the Sea Witch Islands. It was a very beautiful map, with intricate artwork around the borders – painted apples and golden spinning wheels, sly wolves and crowned frogs.


Bess had felt a tug of something deep in her chest as she’d stared down at it again after everything that had happened since her first glimpse of it. It couldn’t be recognition – after all, she’d never set foot in the Land of Fairy Tales – it was more a sort of yearning to see the place for herself, to understand a bit more about the world her family originally came from and what it meant to be a wicked stepsister.


“I don’t feel wicked,” she’d said to Ember, back in the Land of Halloween Sweets.


“Well,” her fairy godmother had snorted, “perhaps the word ‘wicked’ just got used by lazy and ignorant people to describe something they couldn’t understand… That isn’t to say that the stepsisters weren’t also dangerous, of course. Or that they didn’t have darkness. But I rather think that’s what made them special.”


Bess had placed the map back in the drawer with a sigh, knowing that she couldn’t ever visit the Land of Fairy Tales and must put the idea out of her head.


“Maybe your pops destroyed the slipper?” Maria said now.


The four children were standing on the station platform beneath the Odditorium, awaiting Professor Ash and the Train of Dark Wonders. The brambles that normally guarded the tunnel must have known that the train was soon to arrive because they had crawled up the tunnel walls to the ceiling, making just enough space for it to get through.


“That makes sense,” Beau said. “I’m sure Mycroft would have found the slipper by now if it was here.”


He frowned down at his puppet, who was currently striding along the platform examining the floor with a tiny magnifying glass. Mycroft had already been over every inch of the Odditorium multiple times and was starting to look a bit under the weather. His clothes were dishevelled and some of his felt hair was falling out.


“He’s never failed to crack a case before,” Beau went on. “And if the slipper was such a dangerous object, then why would your pops risk it falling into the wrong hands again? Any sensible person would just destroy it, like Maria said.”


Bess nodded slowly. “I suppose that’s true.”


After all, wasn’t Cinderella’s slipper meant to be a delicate creation made of glass? It would have been easy enough for Pops to shatter it. She felt an odd sense of disappointment at the thought. She would have liked to have seen the slipper for herself. But if it had already been destroyed, then that did simplify matters. She couldn’t possibly return an item she didn’t have. For all she knew, Pops had smashed it the moment it came into his possession and it had never been here in the Odditorium at all.


Just then, Jet let out a squawk. “The train’s coming!” he told them. “I can hear it.”


They could all hear it approaching now – a low rumble that got louder and louder until, at last, the Train of Dark Wonders emerged from the tunnel. It came to a stop at the platform, smoke billowing from its funnel. It was a magnificent train and, as always, Bess caught her breath at the sight of it. The engine and carriages were painted a gleaming, glossy black, speckled with silver stars. The number of carriages often changed and today Bess counted four on the track beside them, while an unknown number remained in the tunnel.


The engine door opened and Professor Ash sprang out. “Hello, children!” he greeted them cheerfully, raising his hand so they could see the white padlock – chunky and sparkling. “It was a bothersome thing to chase down, but we have a diamond lock, as you can see. There’s no time to lose. Just show me to the signal crossing.”


Bess took a torch from her pocket and led the way. Walking in single file, the group squeezed past the train and into the tunnels. It was disconcerting to hear the brambles scraping and rustling as they retreated from the tracks to make room for them. Bess glimpsed some of the shadowy nightmare creatures that Nova had brought to life – gargoyles and gremlins and spidery things. They looked real enough until you walked through them, at which point they dissipated like smoke.


Before long, Nova herself appeared out of the gloom to greet them. The cursed unicorn was a majestic beast, rippling with muscle and barely restrained energy. She seemed happy to see Bess and immediately poked her muzzle into one of her pockets in search of dried frogs. Bess tossed her one from her dried-frog pocket and the unicorn fell into step beside them as they continued down the tunnel.
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