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Siblings are the perfect friends to take on any adventure.

For my own, Charlie and Matt.




1

Beneath a sparkling night sky, two sisters skirted the edge of a riverbank. Their heads down, they meticulously searched the ground below, peering past wildflowers and weeds as they walked.

A small metallic figure about the size of a large rabbit hopped ahead, disappearing into the long blades of grass with each bounce. Behind, a woman with straight, glimmering silver hair watched over the trio.

‘Found one!’ shouted Ember, the elder of the two Shadows sisters.

She knelt and gently reached into a patch of snowdrops to pick up a tiny ball of bright silver fluff. She placed it into her palm and held it out for Juniper, her younger sister, to see.

The fluff was more delicate than a dandelion head, and after just a moment or two in Ember’s hand, it disintegrated, turning to a gleaming silver liquid that slid to the ground below.

‘No!’ cried the small metallic figure dramatically as it hurried towards Ember. ‘I missed it again.’

‘Don’t worry, Hans,’ said Ember. ‘I’m sure there will be plenty more for you to see.’

She smiled down at her best friend, a magical talking clock hand.

‘She’s right. And I’m going to find the next one,’ said Juniper, returning her determined gaze to the grass.

Ember looked back to Anise, the woman accompanying them. Anise gave an approving smile and pulled out a notebook from her jacket pocket.

‘Good job, Ember,’ she said, scribbling down some notes. ‘We’re on the right track. Now, let’s keep moving, and keep those eyes peeled. Once daylight comes, those silver clumps of cloud will be much harder to find.’

They returned to the job at hand, once again scouring the floor for more silver fluff.

‘Can you believe we’re tracking a cloud?’ whispered Juniper, a thread of wonder in her voice. ‘It feels surreal, doesn’t it?’

Ember grinned back at her sister. There was a lot about life now that felt strange, and searching the ground for traces of a magical land called Cloud Memory was only a small part of it.

‘Don’t be disappointed if we don’t find Cloud Memory today,’ said Anise as they carried on along the edge of the riverbank. ‘Remember, no one is supposed to know about it, so it has to be difficult to find.’

But Ember narrowed her eyes and smiled. The perfect challenge, she thought.

‘How will we know when we’re close?’ Hans asked Anise.

‘The pieces of cloud will get larger the closer we are,’ she said. ‘Remember, the cloud is the magical landscape in charge of memories. It moves around the world picking up memories wherever it goes.’

Hans listened carefully, enthralled.

‘But, of course, we forget things all the time,’ Anise continued. ‘When we forget a memory, the cloud sheds it; that’s what the pieces you’re finding now are. The memories disintegrate slowly, which means the larger the piece, the more recently it’s been dropped. And the closer we are to the cloud.’

Anise paused and gave a mischievous smile. ‘You’ll also feel that we’re closer.’

Ember, Juniper and Hans shared a glance. ‘We’ll feel it?’ Ember asked, curiosity building. The magic of it all made her insides shake.

But Anise said nothing, a grin hiding the secret she was keeping.

Juniper hurried off into Misty Forest, desperate to be the next one to find some cloud. Ember followed and they continued deeper into the trees, until Ember spotted another clump of silver. For a moment, she went to announce it to the others, but quickly closed her mouth. She’d let Juniper find this one.

Gently, Ember nudged her sister in the right direction.

‘There!’ shrieked Juniper with delight. She lunged down and grabbed the clump of cloud, holding it up to show Hans and Ember.

‘Wowee!’ said Hans, gazing up at it. Once again, the cloud began to melt, until all that was left in Juniper’s hand was a pool of silver.

‘We can’t be far now,’ said Anise. ‘That was a large one.’

As she spoke, a skin-crawling sensation crept over Ember, like the feeling of an icy wind. But there was no breeze.

Ember’s skin bristled. Is this the feeling that Anise had meant? she wondered.

But instinct told her otherwise. She swallowed. Something was wrong.

A rustle sounded in the shrubs behind. Then, overhead, leaves began to quiver.

‘Someone’s here,’ Ember whispered.

Anise grabbed Ember’s shoulder and pulled her and Juniper behind. Hans leapt into Ember’s jacket, and together, they turned to face the noise.

But it had stopped.

Everything had become silent. Too silent.

It was as if something was ready, waiting, watching and ready to pounce.

‘Hello?’ Anise called out. ‘Who’s there?’

Nothing moved.

Who would be in Misty Forest at this time of night? thought Ember, squeezing Juniper’s hand tighter. Ember and her friends were on official business; there shouldn’t have been anyone else around.

‘Show yourself!’ shouted Anise.

Still, nothing.

Finally, Anise turned. Her long hair swished around her face. ‘Probably just an animal.’ She smiled and turned back to where they had been headed. ‘Come on, let’s keep moving.’

Ember released Juniper’s hand and her sister hurried after Anise.

‘I don’t think that was an animal,’ whispered Hans.

‘Me neither,’ said Ember. ‘Let’s keep a lookout, OK?’

He saluted her from her jacket and turned back to the forest, staring into the darkness between the trees.

Ember was certain that someone had been there. If it had been an animal, there would have been more noise, surely? It would have scurried off when Anise started shouting.

If only there was a way to scan the forest for any danger, Ember thought.

With the smallest hint of a smile, Ember made a mental note that a danger scanner would be a brilliant invention. She tucked the thought away for later and followed Juniper and Anise.

Lit by the bright moonlight overhead, the group tracked the cloud deeper and deeper into the Misty Forest, while Ember tried to shake her feeling of unease. She didn’t hear another sound, nor did she feel the clutch of eyes on her.

Maybe she had imagined it after all.

They passed puddles of leaves and trees with knotted trunks, and the clumps of cloud grew larger and larger, until they found one the size of a small cat, curled up beneath the branches of a sapling.

Hans jumped from Ember’s jacket and, together with Juniper, they studied the cloud, crouching down to watch its shape crumble, its edges falling away so slowly it would have gone unnoticed had they not been watching so carefully.

‘I wonder what it tastes like,’ Hans said quietly. ‘Candyfloss, or marshmallow, or maybe cloud tastes like strawberries?’

‘We will not be tasting the cloud,’ said Anise with a chuckle.

As Ember got to her feet, something began to tingle in the air.

All of a sudden, the strangest feeling swept over her, like a jolt of electricity, and Hans let out an enormous giggle.

‘Ember!’ he yelled. ‘Your hair! You look like a hodgeheg!’

Ember raised her hand to find every single strand of hair was standing on its end!

‘Wha—’ Ember began, but at the sight of her sister, she erupted into laughter. Juniper’s blonde hair was spread out like a lion’s mane around her freckled face, her bright blue eyes wide in disbelief. Anise was grinning, her own silver hair stretching out like an aura of starlight around her brown face.

[image: Ember’s hair stands on end, with Hans grinning beside her.]
‘What’s going on?’ Ember said, feeling zaps of static in her fingers.

But Anise simply spread her arms wide.

Ember frowned, about to ask again, but at that moment, Hans’ tiny feet lifted from the floor.

‘Whoa-oh-oh,’ said Hans, trying to balance as he floated higher past Ember’s knees, calves, and then her face.

She reached out and held on to his tiny hand to pull him back down, but as she did, an odd sensation began. She felt as though she was filling with air, each organ shifting upwards until …

‘Ember!’ shrieked Juniper, as her feet lifted from the forest ground.

Before Ember could grab Juniper’s hand as well, she felt her own feet lift from the floor. Anise was last, laughing at their confusion as she began to float, and then all four of them were rising higher and higher.

‘I don’t like this!’ cried Juniper, who was waving her arms around, searching for something to grab on to.

‘What’s going on?’ Ember shouted again as they rose upwards. But as she looked up towards Hans, still clinging on to her finger from above, she saw what was causing the strange sensation.

Cloud Memory.

Above them was an enormous silver-white cloud, stretching far out into the distance. Its base was smooth while the rest of it puffed out, creating the perfect cloud shape, its lustrous colour glimmering under the starlight.

‘Don’t worry!’ called Anise. ‘It’ll carry you all the way up. Enjoy the view!’

Ember wiggled her legs hanging below her and laughed. They had found Cloud Memory, and it was pulling them up like a magnet!

‘Yesssss!’ yelled Hans, excitement taking over from uncertainty. He let go of Ember’s hand and began to pirouette above her. ‘I’m flying!’

They drew nearer, Ember’s weightless body drifting between the trees. She looked up, seeing that the top branches disappeared into the cloud above her. When they were almost close enough to touch the cloud, Ember noticed that its edges were dissolving, tiny pieces of candyfloss-like fluff slowly tearing away. Each one floated to the ground and lay there, another memory forgotten.

‘I’m going in!’ squealed Hans, as his pointed head pierced the mist of the cloud’s base, and he disappeared.

Juniper, who still didn’t seem to be enjoying the floating, was next.

Then, it was Ember’s turn. She reached the bottom of the cloud, where tiny, sparkling droplets dampened the air and coated her hands with glittering memories.

This was it. She was about to explore another marvellous and magical landscape.

Ember took a deep breath, and then disappeared into the silver fluff of the cloud.
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