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            ‘There was truth and there was untruth, and if you clung to   the truth even against the whole world, you were not mad.’
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            ‘Be yourself. No one can ever tell you you’re doing it wrong.’
            
 
            
               [image: ]
               

            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            A Note From The Author
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         Adults behave weirdly sometimes. I know – I’m one of them! One of the many weird things you may have noticed about adults is that they tend to get awfully excited about little rectangular pieces of plastic. They go bonkers over them.
         
 
         I hate to say it, but you may well end up doing the same thing. Let me explain: when you grow up, you will almost certainly have a bank account (maybe you already do, but that’s different because some adult is in charge of it). Anyway, the bank will then find all sorts of clever ways of removing bits of the money they’re storing for you. That’s their job. One way they do this is to send you a really shiny plastic rectangle, which they pretend is a Present. They’ll even jazz it up with pictures and send a note with it saying, Congratulations! so that it really seems like a present. DO NOT BE FOOLED. It is really something called a ‘credit card’: it’s designed to make you spend money you haven’t got, and will suck the lifeblood from you if you give it half a chance. Some chain stores will do the same sort of thing, and send you a Present called a ‘Loyalty Card’. Again, BEWARE.
         
 
         And that’s not all. Sometimes these plastic rectangles are stolen, and this can result in something called ‘identity theft’. Imagine that! Someone stealing your identity…
         
 
          
         But hey, you don’t have to worry about all that just yet. This story, like the two before it, takes place at some point in the future. I deliberately don’t say when. But I expect that by the time I’m talking about comes around, those shiny plastic rectangles may well have been replaced with something even craftier, even more dangerous. And the business of stealing people’s identities might take on an entirely different form…
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Prologue
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         Rorie had been thinking a lot about witches lately. And monsters, and kings and queens.
         
 
         She found that by viewing everything that had happened recently in fairy-tale terms, it was easier for her to make sense of it all. And she found it a curiously comforting way of distracting herself from all those horrors; it made it feel almost as if those things were not really happening to her, but to someone else.
         
 
         Drawing helped, too. Laying it out on the page, she was able to distil things down to their simplest elements: 
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         Then she realised something was missing from the picture: herself and her little sister, Elsie. What were they – fairies, perhaps? Yes: good fairies whose mission it was to rescue the good wizards Laura and Arran, and bring down the wicked witch Misty and the all-powerful, all-consuming evil monster Rexco.
         
 
         Hmm, not a bad bedtime story, she thought. ‘Once upon a time,’ she told Elsie, ‘there were two good fairies called Rorie and Elsie, and they were captured by the evil child-snatchers, and held in their palace along with hundreds of other children—’
         
 
         ‘Poker Bute Hall!’ added Elsie, getting into the game. ‘And the evil child-snatchers Harris and Irmine were…turning the kids into statues!’
         
 
         ‘That’s right. Living statues who couldn’t think for themselves, and just did what they were told to do. But the two fairies tricked the evil child-snatchers and got away…’
         
 
         ‘Because one of the fairies had a spell on her that made her able to turn into other people. It was the magic sky giant that cast the spell, when he sent—’
         
 
         ‘OK, Elsie, don’t let’s get too carried away…anyway, the two fairies were given refuge by the good Queen Nolita, in Celebrityland—’
         
 
         ‘Is Celebrityland good or bad?’ asked Elsie, not sure any more, after all that had happened.
         
 
         Rorie thought for a moment. ‘It’s good and bad,’ she concluded. ‘Depends on the celebrity. Anyway, Queen Nolita was good, but she was held under a spell by the wicked witch, Misty.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah: a forgetting spell,’ added Elsie.
         
 
         ‘…Which made the queen evil, even though she didn’t want to be. So the two fairies ended up having to escape from her as well, and sailed away in search of the good wizards, Laura and Arran Silk—’
         
 
         ‘Wizards? Aren’t they fairies? I mean, we’re fairies, and they’re our mum and dad, right?’
         
 
         ‘Not in the story; “wizards” sounds better – especially because of what they do.’
         
 
         ‘I suppose so.’
 
         ‘Anyway, their search for the good wizards took the two fairies to the magical faraway land of Minimerica, ruled over by King Max and Queen Lonnie, who they thought might be able to help them…until they discovered that they too were part of Misty and Rexco’s wicked circle…’
         
 
         ‘And all the people in Minimerica were living statues as well…’
         
 
         ‘Yes, so the fairies freed them, then figured out how to break the spell that good Queen Nolita was under—’
         
 
          
         ‘And everyone lived happily ever after!’
 
         ‘Well…’
 
         Elsie had momentarily forgotten that this was their own story they were talking about, and realised her mistake with a flood of sadness. ‘Oh, but then the fairies still had to find out where the good wizards Laura and Arran were, and rescue them.’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Rorie quietly. ‘That was the hardest challenge of all.’
         
 
         ‘But they’re such clever fairies!’ exclaimed Elsie. ‘Just look at all the amazing things they’ve done already!’
         
 
         ‘Yes, I suppose that’s true,’ sighed Rorie. ‘But this one…this one is really hard…’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 1
            
 
            Kethly Merwiden
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         ‘You have arrived at your destination,’ purred the car confidently. Rorie, heavy-headed, half-opened her eyes; the pewter skies were now pierced here and there with slices of dawn light over the lush green hills.
         
 
         ‘Well, whaddaya know,’ sighed Nolita, her New York accent tinged with sarcasm as they trundled to a halt. ‘It’s the middle of nowhere! Again!’
         
 
         This was the third time the car had made this announcement, and the third time it had been proved wrong.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry, but I did tell you I’ve never been there before,’ said Gula, fiddling with the satellite navigation system. ‘The trouble is, she’s never heard of Kethly Merwiden.’
         
 
         ‘She? Who’s she?’ snapped Nolita. ‘Stop talking about the car as if it’s a person.’
         
 
          
         ‘OK! It! Whatever!’ Beep, beep, beep; Gula went on programming.
         
 
         Nolita rubbed her eyes. ‘OK, I’m sorry. But are you sure you’ve got—’
         
 
         ‘The name of the place right – yes, I’m sure,’ said Gula.
         
 
         Rorie shifted in the back seat, trying to get comfortable; her neck ached. She glanced over at Elsie. She was sprawled sideways like a discarded doll, open mouth spilling drool, eyes feline slits, open yet closed to the world. It had been a long night.
         
 
         Nolita sighed again. ‘If only we could just call…’
 
         ‘No,’ insisted Gula. ‘I told you, it’s better that we just show up. I need to speak to Lilith face to face.’
         
 
         Lilith was Gula’s sister, and they hadn’t spoken to each other in about six years. How she was going to feel about the four of them just turning up and asking if they could hide away in the commune, Rorie couldn’t imagine. But they were desperate. The very fact that they were relying on Gula proved just how desperate; neither she nor Elsie had known her more than forty-eight hours, but they had already found her pushy, loud and generally obnoxious. Rorie couldn’t help wondering if this behaviour was a hangover from Gula’s days as a celebrity, or the result of her disappointment in the world now that she was a Nobody. Still, Nolita had known her for a long time – and by now the girls did at least feel able to trust her…
         
 
         ‘Well,’ said Nolita. ‘So now what?’
 
         ‘We look for mulberry trees?’ suggested Gula. ‘That’s what “Kethly Merwiden” means, apparently: Mulberry Grove.’
         
 
         Nolita stared at her blankly. ‘Gula, hon, sorry, but you’re gonna have to do better than that.’
         
 
         Elsie woke and stretched. ‘Are we there yet?’ she drawled.
         
 
         ‘Almost, baby!’ replied Gula, beaming back at her. Despite her cheerfulness, Rorie could hear the tension in her voice; this was all Gula’s idea, and no doubt she was anxious as to whether it would work out.
         
 
         ‘Hey, look. A wind turbine,’ observed Elsie, gazing up at the hills from her odd angle.
         
 
         Gula peered. ‘There is? Where?’
 
         ‘Oh, I see it,’ said Nolita, pointing. ‘Way up there. Could that be…?’
         
 
         Gula set the satellite image to photographic mode. ‘There’s no road on the map, but maybe…ah, here,’ she said, zooming in. ‘That must be it – there’s a dirt track. Here we go.’
         

         
             

         
 
         
         ‘Well, well, well,’ said Lilith, shaking her head slowly in disbelief. ‘It really is you.’ She cast her eyes up and down. ‘Plus about five stone, I’d say.’
         
 
         Gula shifted awkwardly, trying to ignore the insult. Like her sister, she was heavy-set, but whereas Lilith was solid like a tree trunk, Gula had grown bloated from years of hot fudge sundaes and missed aerobics classes. ‘Hi, Lil. Ahem, these are my friends, Nolita, Rorie and Elsie.’
         
 
         Lilith stepped forwards and greeted them in a polite but detached manner. She looked and smelt like someone who had grown in the woods, like a fungus. Her weathered, bare face was handsome, and she wore a nose-ring. Her dry, earth-coloured hair hung in weighty, matted wads down to her hips. She wore odd-shaped clothes in muted colours, which seemed to consist of a long dress, a loose-knit cardigan and a very long scarf – as well as half a dozen other indeterminate, flimsy items. As she shook her hand, Rorie felt the roughness of skin used to hard physical labour; she noticed Elsie’s reluctance to touch it.
         
 
         ‘Lil, I can explain everything,’ said Gula. ‘But we’ve come a long way, and we’re very tired—’
         
 
         ‘All right. You might as well come in.’

         
             

         
 
         
         The settlement had once been a quarry, Gula had explained, hewn from the Welsh mountainside. Like Lilith, the moss-roofed homes looked as if they had grown there; they were part-cave, with stone-built facades. The look on Nolita’s face was one of barely concealed distaste as she picked her way among the clucking chickens in her silver leather high-heeled boots; it couldn’t be more removed from the glamorous lifestyle she was used to. For that matter, Rorie could well imagine it was worlds away from the ‘Beverly Hills’ on Minimerica that Gula had been used to for the past two years – the fake celebrity land that was really a dustbin for has-beens. But neither Nolita nor Gula remarked on anything; life was going to be very different from now on. It would have to be.
         
 
         Lilith’s home was bigger than Rorie had expected, and circular. Light filtered in from above, and low-level seating surrounded the central kitchen area. A short, bearded man, hair hung in loose plaits, emerged from one of several curtained doorways, fastening his long shirt and adjusting his necklaces as he went. He looked like a sweet, overgrown puppy who’d collided with a six-year-old’s dressing-up box.
         
 
         ‘This is my partner, Bilbo,’ said Lilith.
 
          
         Bilbo greeted each of them with both hands. ‘Welcome,’ he nodded earnestly.
         
 
         Elsie stared at his sandals and the rings on his toes.
 
         Lilith noticed. ‘At Kethly, we largely ignore mainstream values of clothing choices,’ she pointed out. Elsie’s face remained clouded.
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ beamed Bilbo. ‘We opt for a fashion of self-determination. Tea?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, please,’ said Nolita and Gula, and they followed him to the kitchen area.
         
 
         ‘I don’t understand what they’re saying,’ Elsie whispered to Rorie as they followed.
         
 
         ‘It just means they don’t follow any set rules,’ Rorie whispered back.
         
 
         Elsie’s eyes widened. ‘Oh! Cool.’
 
         ‘So, Gula,’ said Lilith as they sat down. There was frost in her voice. ‘How’s the celebrity world these days?’
         
 
         Gula’s eyes lowered. ‘Well, Lil, things have changed—’
         
 
         ‘Aah! You don’t say!’ said Lilith sarcastically, fiddling with her scarf.
         
 
         ‘Lil,’ said Bilbo, a note of warning in his voice.
 
         Lilith checked herself. ‘Go on, Gula.’
 
         ‘Nolita here is the person who discovered me,’ continued Gula. ‘Rorie and Elsie are…well, that’s a whole other story. The point is…’ Her lower lip began to tremble. ‘Oh, Lil, you were right all along! All those stories of yours about the big bad corporate machine, exploiting the people…now I know it’s true!’ She burst into tears.
         
 
         Nolita comforted her, patting her on the back. ‘Please don’t be hard on her,’ she told Lilith. ‘She’s had a terrible shock.’
         
 
         ‘She would never listen,’ insisted Lilith.
 
         ‘Lil,’ repeated Bilbo, touching her tenderly on the shoulder. ‘This is interesting…carry on, Gula.’
         
 
         Gula blew her nose. ‘For the past couple of years I’ve been living in – well, a place I understood to be Beverly Hills…’ She sighed. ‘But…oh, what’s the use? It all sounds so silly now!’
         
 
         ‘The fake Beverly Hills is part of an island called Minimerica,’ Rorie explained. ‘It’s a floating, man-made island.’
         
 
         ‘We discovered it!’ added Elsie proudly.
 
         ‘Elsie!’ laughed Rorie. ‘You make it sound like we’re Victorian explorers, or something!’ She turned to Lilith. ‘What she means is, we’re the ones who exposed the secret.’
         
 
         Lilith nodded. ‘Which was?’
 
          
         ‘Well, it was a discovery really,’ Nolita pitched in. ‘Because Minimerica itself was the secret.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah,’ added Elsie. ‘See, nobody knowed about it, ’cause it moved around, and was hidden in this cloud, and—’
         
 
         ‘A man-made mist,’ Rorie added. ‘And there was a satellite deflector…’
         
 
         ‘I knew it!’ cried Bilbo, clicking his fingers. ‘Lil, this is that rumour we were discussing just last night.’ He turned back to Nolita and explained. ‘We’ve had snippets of information…we have certain sources, you see. There’s nothing about this on the newsnet, of course.’
         
 
         ‘Well, I haven’t exactly had time to look, but…no, I’m not surprised,’ sighed Nolita.
         
 
         ‘What? Why?’ demanded Rorie indignantly. ‘You mean that after all we’ve done, this isn’t a major scandal?’
         
 
         ‘Because, honey, Rexco are so powerful,’ explained Nolita. ‘They controlled me, didn’t they?’
         
 
         Suddenly Rorie felt about the size of a flea. She’d been convinced that once this story came out, Rexco, the giant mega-corporation behind Minimerica, would be finished. Had nothing she and Elsie had done amounted to anything?
         
 
          
         ‘It’s hard to get a handle on exactly what’s going on, though,’ said Bilbo. ‘Do tell us more.’
         
 
         ‘Minimerica was an elaborate exercise in mass deception,’ explained Nolita. ‘As you apparently realise, Rexco run practically everything at this point. And they’ve achieved this by infiltrating the minds of staff in their clothing stores, their financial institutions…’
         
 
         ‘Their schools,’ added Elsie.
 
         ‘And, as we’ve seen, in the media,’ Nolita concluded. ‘Including me. Hey, I was a whole industry all by myself.’
         
 
         ‘She was,’ sobbed Gula. ‘And she was brilliant. Brilliant!’
         
 
         Lilith’s face was blank. Unlike just about everyone Rorie had ever known, Lilith had apparently never even heard of Nolita Newbuck.
         
 
         ‘I kind of generated the whole celebrity fashion machine,’ Nolita explained.
         
 
         ‘She was an inspiration to millions!’ added Gula, dabbing away her tears with a handkerchief.
         
 
         ‘Yeah, but she din’t know about the spider,’ Elsie pointed out.
         
 
         Lilith looked confused. ‘The spider?’
         
 
         Nolita pulled down the side of her boot to reveal a raw, red scar. ‘See this? They embedded a chip, here; the wound was hidden by a spider tattoo. I didn’t know it, but I was being programmed by Misty, my reflexologist. Every time she massaged my feet, she was able to erase any memory, just like that.’ Nolita clicked her fingers. ‘I lived only in the moment, never looked back. In with the new, out with the old, over and over, faster and faster…’
         
 
         Lilith exchanged glances with Bilbo as he placed the tea on the table. ‘Ah, I get it. And Rexco were the ones supplying all the new fashions, right?’
         
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Which,’ Lilith continued, ‘presumably helped to make these Rexco people ever richer, more powerful…’
         
 
         ‘Exactly.’
 
         Lilith frowned. ‘I still don’t understand what happened to you, Gula. Why were you sent to this island?’
         
 
         Gula twisted the handkerchief. ‘It’s where Rexco sent us ex-celebs, when no one was interested in us any more. It’s also where they sent their employees for a nice brainwashing holiday every once in a while…’
         
 
         ‘Rexco is kind, Rexco is good, we all love Rexco,’ chanted Lilith, as if reciting a mantra. She seemed quite unsurprised by it all.
         
 
         ‘Right, that sort of thing,’ said Gula. ‘They put stuff into the food, the information system…even the air we breathed! It had us believing we were still great, still adored. Waking up to the realisation that nobody cares any more is pretty hard to take, I can tell you…’ Gula blew her nose loudly.
         
 
         ‘We care, Gula,’ said Bilbo earnestly.
         
 
         Lilith shot him a look; he poured the tea.
 
         ‘Hey, what about our parents?’ cried Elsie, leaping to her feet. ‘What’s happened to them is much worse!’
         
 
         ‘OK, honey, sshh!’ soothed Nolita. ‘This brings us to why we’re here, Lilith. I’m in hiding – Gula told me I’m unlikely to be tracked down here.’
         
 
         ‘Well, that’s true,’ nodded Lilith.
 
         ‘And part of the reason for that is so that I might help these girls find their parents, Arran and Laura Silk. Now that we know what kind of brainwashing Rexco are capable of, we believe they’ve done something similar to Arran and Laura, who went missing over three months ago.’
         
 
         ‘Really? Have the police been involved?’ asked Lilith.
         
 
         ‘Yeah: ’Spector Dixon,’ Elsie chipped in.
 
          
         ‘There’s an Inspector Dixon who’s been working hard on this right from the start,’ Rorie explained.
         
 
         ‘Well, yes, but so far he and his team have found nothing at all,’ countered Gula, ‘let alone anything linking the disappearance to Rexco—’
         
 
         ‘Yes, but they are behind it. We’re sure of that now!’ added Rorie. She felt her face grow hot.
         
 
         ‘They’re very clever,’ said Gula. ‘Stories do circulate, no matter how much Rexco try to control things, but they’re already dealing with those rumours you’ve been hearing. Check this out.’
         
 
         She produced a memory card from her bag, and inserted it into a dusty old computer. The screen lit up with glowing images of Las Vegas, New York, Hollywood.
         
 
         Many people are nostalgic for the days of the American Empire, said the voiceover, and not just Americans. That’s one reason why we have created Minimerica – so that everyone can live out their own American Dream!
         
 
         ‘Ugh!’ muttered Lilith.
 
         This is just part of Rexco’s ongoing commitment to improving people’s quality of life, continued the voiceover. Our long-term research programme has shown that breaks of the kind we offer play an  important role in balancing people’s lives and warding off depression; this is why we believe in entertaining our employees at our own expense. No other major employer achieves this, and it is why we are proud to say that Rexco are the world’s foremost investors  in people.
         
 
         Lilith stood up abruptly, hitting the pause button. ‘Enough. My digestive system needs time to regain its equilibrium.’
         
 
         Elsie looked to Rorie for a translation. ‘She’s worried she might throw up,’ Rorie whispered.
         
 
         ‘You see what we’re up against?’ said Nolita. ‘The slightest whiff of suspicion anywhere, and right away they’re turning the whole thing to their advantage, bringing it out into the open and pretending that the only reason Minimerica was being kept secret was because it was a piece of “experimental research”.’
         
 
         ‘But will they succeed?’ asked Lilith. ‘What about all those substances you were telling us about, the mind manipulation…how are they going to explain all that?’
         
 
         ‘It’s possible that they’ve already destroyed the evidence,’ said Nolita. ‘We really don’t know. And then there’s what these girls managed to expose about Misty and the spider tattoos: she did it to others, too – nearly got Gula here. Rorie turned over incriminating film to the police, but we’re still waiting for that story to rock the foundations of the Rexco regime. So far, not a word. But whether or not they manage to wriggle out of all this with their reputation intact, you can be sure of one thing; they’re mad as hell that this has happened.’
         
 
         ‘And we’re the ones they’re angry with,’ added Rorie.
         
 
         ‘The bottom line is, Lil, we’re scared,’ said Gula. ‘We believe this whitewash campaign is just one part of their programme of damage limitation.’
         
 
         ‘What’s the other part?’
 
         ‘They have us killed.’
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