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As far as Alice MacAlister knew, there were several ways to open a door, but using your tongue wasn’t one of them.

Keys were useful. Doorbells and knockers worked well too. Failing that, banging with your fists often had excellent results, as did yelling through a letterbox. But this!

Alice checked the sign next to the door to make sure she hadn’t misread it: LICK HERE TO ENTER – AUTHORISED VISITORS ONLY it said, with arrows pointing down to a shiny black screen.

‘Yuk!’ she said. ‘That’s just weird.’
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A sudden gust of cold wind whipped up a vortex of dry leaves around her ankles and she shivered. Right, she thought, screaming through a letterbox isn’t going to work, because there isn’t a letterbox. That left fists. She rapped on the door as hard as she could, shouting, ‘Uncle Magnus! Hello! Anybody!’

What was he doing in there? ‘Ten minutes, tops,’ he’d said as he dumped her in the café above his basement office. But that had been over an hour ago, and now here she was, toes freezing, in front of a door that wouldn’t open. This was not a good start to her week in Scotland – a week she’d hoped might be different and exciting and everything her school holidays usually weren’t. But now, Alice thought she might as well be back home where nothing ever happened and where holidays were all about being bored with her friends, dreaming of living somewhere where interesting things actually did happen.

She thought about going back up to the café where she’d promised to wait. The friendly barista, Doogie, who Uncle Magnus had said was going to keep an eye on her, would probably make her another Flaming Hotto Lotto Chocco. There were still bits of burnt marshmallow stuck in her teeth from the last one. And in the café, she could warm her feet and breathe in the wonderful smells of melting chocolate and just-brewed coffee.

Or, since she was going to get into trouble for sneaking out of the café anyway, and since her uncle had clearly forgotten about her, and since it was important to remind him that he was supposed to be treating her to an exciting holiday in Edinburgh and not working in his office … she might as well have another go at opening the door. Even if it was the silliest thing she’d ever done.

Alice rubbed the screen with her sleeve to clean it. Then, poking out her tongue, she leaned forward and gave it a quick dab. Nothing happened. On her second attempt, she made sure to stick out as much tongue as possible so she could lick the screen from bottom to top. She stood back and wiped her lips, trying to get a fishy taste out of her mouth.

Still nothing. Like you could open a door by licking it!

Alice turned to walk back up to the café, but just then, she heard a quiet beep, followed by a click.

‘No way!’ She pushed the door and – hey presto! – it swung open. Stepping through, she saw that it opened on to a narrow corridor, the walls of which were covered with posters, many with their corners curling inwards.
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Words leaped out at her from other posters as she made her way towards a door at the far end – ‘dragons’, ‘poltergeists’ and ‘yetis’. A tingling sensation wriggled up Alice’s back.

‘What’s going on?’ she whispered to herself. The frosted glass in the door meant she couldn’t see inside, but then she spotted words engraved in the glass:
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Absolutely one hundred per cent certain that this was a joke, Alice did as the sign instructed and went in.

She found herself standing in what looked like a dentist’s waiting room – plastic chairs and a sofa lined three walls, and there were a few low tables covered with books and magazines. They separated the seats from a large desk, which had a sign on it, saying: Reception. Ring for attention.

Alice looked for a bell but couldn’t see one anywhere. ‘Typical,’ she muttered, suddenly noticing an odd smell hanging over everything. In fact, there were loads of weird smells – and Alice didn’t recognise any of them.

To the side of the desk there was another door. It was closed, but Alice could just make out her uncle’s muffled voice. It sounded like he was on the phone – probably making another VERY IMPORTANT CALL. This really isn’t fair, thought Alice. If her uncle had known he was going to be too busy, he should have refused to have her. Not that there’d been any other options …

Alice folded her arms and groaned. It was hardly her fault that her mum had had to go away at short notice to some conference during the school holidays. And she couldn’t help it if she was terrified of snakes and so couldn’t stay with Nana Molly who’d just acquired a pet boa constrictor called Rupert. Great-Grandad Bertie was out of the question, too, because his Jackahuahua, Brutus, was still going strong and Alice’s overprotective mum had never let her anywhere near him – or any other dog for that matter.

And she could hardly be blamed for her total phobia of flying, which meant her Aunt Maureen in Spain wasn’t an option either. No, Uncle Magnus was something of a last resort. He’d been forced to travel down south to collect her and take her back to Edinburgh on the train, when he clearly didn’t have the time.

Alice jumped as the phone started ringing, but nobody rushed in to answer it. She stood in the middle of the room for another minute then threw her satchel on to the sofa and slumped down next to it, sending a mushroom cloud of dust into the air. ‘What is this place?’ she whispered.

Maybe her uncle worked at some sort of theatre agency. Come to think of it, she remembered her mum saying something about her brother Magnus working in recruitment. So that was it! He helped actors find roles as giants and witches and poltergeists. A bit weird, but there was obviously a need for it.

Alice got up and wandered over to a mirror. Somehow, a cobweb had become tangled up in her hair. As she began picking it out, she noticed a sign pinned to the wall above the mirror:


 


[image: images]



 



She looked back at her reflection and blinked. Then she spotted more posters on a noticeboard. They seemed to be job adverts too, like the ones in the corridor:
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Alice gulped. Was there anything normal in here? Her eyes zipped sideways, landing on a framed photo. It was hard to see what the person in it looked like because someone had drawn on a comedy moustache and glasses in black marker pen, but the brass plaque underneath it was easy to read:
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Alice took a step back and stumbled into one of the tables, scattering books and magazines across the floor. She bent down and reached for the nearest magazine, nearly dropping it again when she noticed the dragon plastered on the front cover. Its shimmering purple-blue scales looked unbelievably real. Monsters Weekly, read Alice. She flipped it open to an article called: How to keep your scales in peak condition.

She fumbled it back on the table and grabbed another magazine – Which Witch: Your monthly consumer guide to cauldrons, spells and broomsticks. By the time she’d reached for a third – a cookery title called Bones and Blood – Alice had to steady herself against the wall, her legs quivering like not-quite-set jelly. It was as if she’d stumbled on to a movie set. But this wasn’t a film studio, she was at her uncle’s office. And who would go to this much effort just for a laugh? Alice had to admit, whatever was going on here, the morning had suddenly become much less dull.

The phone ringing for a second time made Alice jump again, knocking over another pile of magazines. Before she had a chance to pick them up, she heard a clattering outside. Someone – or something – was approaching fast.

Alice edged closer to the sofa, her heart beating almost as loudly as the phone was ringing.

‘I’m coming! Hold your hippogriffs!’ a voice called from the other side of the door.

Then, through the frosted glass, Alice saw a shadow hurtling towards her.

‘Och, for goodness sake relax, I’m coming! I’m com— EOWWWW!’

The shadow crashed against the door and it burst open. A blur of long green hair billowed into the reception area. Alice, now wedged in behind the sofa, watched as the figure somersaulted in the air like a gymnast, landing perfectly on top of the desk. The tray they’d been carrying hurtled on towards the far wall, covering it in a tidal wave of coffee and soggy crumbs.

‘These stupid boots!’ The green-haired person pointed to her purple wellington boots, whilst looking straight at Alice with the brightest blue eyes ever. ‘I keep tripping up in them.’ She reached down for the still-ringing phone. ‘Jobs4Monsters, Miss Pinky speaking. How may I help you?’ She dropped the phone on to the desk and looked back at Alice. ‘How rude. They hung up.’ Then she leaped off the desk, splashing down in the puddle of brown liquid from the coffee tray.

Alice must have been mesmerised by the green hair and purple boots, because it was only now that she noticed Miss Pinky was wearing a grinning cat emoji T-shirt, which she’d teamed with a pink mini skirt. It made her own skinny jeans and trainers combo seem a bit boring.

‘Let me help you clean that up,’ said Alice.

‘No way! We can’t have a client doing the cleaning – unless you’re here for the poop collecting job at the dragon day care centre, in which case, you’re hired! LOL!’

‘No,’ said Alice, wondering if she’d heard correctly. ‘I’m not a client.’

Miss Pinky’s eyes narrowed to blue slits. ‘Not a client? Who are you then?’

Alice laughed nervously. ‘Well, for a start, I’m only eleven. Too young to work.’

Miss Pinky leaned in for a closer look. It was only now that Alice noticed the white, cat-like whiskers on her face.

‘If you’re too young to work, what are you doing in an employment agency?’

‘I … I came with Magnus,’ Alice stuttered, trying not to stare at the whiskers.

‘Och, well, why didn’t you say?’ Miss Pinky’s eyes widened and then she slapped her head. ‘Doh! I know who you are. With hair as ginger as that, you must be a MacAlister. You’re Alice!’

Alice nodded. ‘And your name’s Miss Pinky?’

‘That’s me!’ She grabbed Alice’s hand and shook it vigorously before turning her attention to her mobile.

‘Er, we should really clean that up.’ Alice pointed to the pool of coffee Miss Pinky was still standing in.

‘Aye … just a minute … need to update my status. That was such an epic fail with the coffee.’ She tapped away at her phone frantically. ‘Right, that’s done. It should get me some new followers.’ She looked at the floor. ‘What a mess! Why didn’t you say? Magnus will go bananas.’ The receptionist swept her long hair back into a ponytail (it matched her green eyebrows perfectly, Alice noticed), and stepped over to a door marked ‘Staff Only’, almost tripping in her boots again.

‘Maybe you should take them off?’ Alice suggested.

Miss Pinky grabbed a mop and bucket from behind the door. ‘Can’t. I have to keep them on. People get totally freaked otherwise.’

‘I’m sure your feet aren’t that bad,’ said Alice.

‘Paws,’ said Miss Pinky.

‘What do you mean, “paws”?’ asked Alice.

‘I have paws,’ explained Miss Pinky, ‘not feet.’

‘Oh! But your hands are, you know, hands. Aren’t they?’

The receptionist held her hands up. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘They say you can tell a lot about someone by their hands. But in my case, they only tell half the story.’

Alice stared at Miss Pinky. Was it rude to ask to see someone’s paws? Because despite being a bit freaked out, she really wanted to see them.

‘I’ll show you if you like,’ said Miss Pinky. ‘As long as you promise not to go all crazy on me and run out screaming your wee head off.’

‘I promise.’

Miss Pinky sat on her chair and tugged off her boots, revealing very black and very furry paws, just like a cat’s.

Alice looked up at Miss Pinky’s whiskers, then she looked around the room – at the bizarre posters and the magazines and the vampire-check mirror. ‘You’re not, um, human, are you?’

Miss Pinky shrieked. ‘As if!’
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‘What are you then?’

‘I’m a splicer,’ said Miss Pinky. ‘Half one creature, half another. In my case, part mermaid, part cait sith.’

Alice shook her head. ‘Never heard of a cait … whatever you just said.’

‘Cait sith,’ said Miss Pinky. ‘It’s a giant monster cat. Pretty random mix, isn’t it?’ She stood blinking at Alice. ‘You’re not scared of cats, are you?’

Alice shook her head. ‘It’s dogs and snakes I’m terrified of.’

‘Phew!’ Miss Pinky fanned herself with a piece of paper.

Alice took a deep breath. ‘So, you’re a … monster, then?’

Miss Pinky nodded. ‘Yes, Alice. I am a monster.’

‘And you’re also this place’s receptionist,’ said Magnus, who’d appeared in the doorway leading to his office. ‘So you’d better start doing some receptioning.’

‘That’s not even a word,’ said Miss Pinky.

‘It is now. And unless you start work immediately, you will no longer be in the running for EMPLOYEE OF THE WEEK.’

Miss Pinky gasped. ‘But I’m your only employee! I’m always the winner!’

Magnus sighed. ‘You can only win if you do some work.’

Miss Pinky pouted and began tapping away on her phone.

‘And you can start by putting that thing away,’ said Magnus, who turned to face Alice. She wished he hadn’t, because his eyes had narrowed into a really angry frown. ‘Right. What are you doing here and how did you get in?’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Miss Pinky, looking up. ‘I was going to ask her that.’

They both stared at Alice. ‘I was bored,’ she said. ‘I thought you’d forgotten about me, so I came to find you.’

‘But how did you manage to get in?’ asked Magnus.

Alice could feel herself going red; this was turning into a proper police interrogation. ‘I used that pad thing.’

‘The TRS let YOU in?’ Miss Pinky leaped up from her desk and was hopping from paw to paw.

‘The what?’ asked Alice.

‘The Tongue Recognition System,’ said Miss Pinky. ‘It’s only supposed to let in—’

‘Authorised people,’ said Magnus, interrupting Miss Pinky. ‘It must be broken. Did you lick it?’

‘Yes,’ said Alice.

‘I KNEW I could taste something!’ said Miss Pinky. ‘Have you had one of Doogie’s hotto choccos?’

Alice nodded, wrinkling her nose. Maybe, she thought, I should have wiped the TRS after licking it as well!

‘Excellent choice,’ said Miss Pinky. ‘They’re the best.’

Magnus cleared his throat. ‘I expect you have some questions about all this,’ he said.

‘About a million,’ said Alice.

‘Not sure there’s time to answer that many,’ said Magnus. ‘How about just asking the one question you really want answered?’

Alice didn’t need to think twice. ‘Is all this for real? Do monsters actually exist?’

‘Technically,’ said Magnus, smiling, ‘that’s two questions. But the answer’s yes to both.’

‘Wow.’ Alice felt a tingle begin to work its way up her back – the sort she got when she woke up and remembered it was Christmas Day.

‘Jeepers, Magnus!’ cried Miss Pinky. ‘No wonder Alice has never been to visit before. She doesn’t know!’

Magnus shrugged. ‘I was the last resort. The bottom of Alice’s mum’s list. To be called on only in dire emergencies.’

Miss Pinky laughed. ‘That’s hardly surprising considering you’re a—’

‘Manager of a recruitment agency for monsters,’ interrupted Magnus. ‘Yes, thank you, Miss Pinky. There’s lots of things Alice doesn’t know about me, and that’s one of them.’

Alice stared at her uncle. ‘Like what? What else?’

Magnus turned red. He ran his hand through his hair. Was it possible for hair to blush? His seemed to have gone even redder than it already was. ‘If I told you, I’d have to kill you. HA! Only joking! And now, Miss Pinky, perhaps you would like to do some work please. You’re late enough as it is this morning.’

‘I couldn’t help it. There was a gigantical queue upstairs at Monsters’ Munch.’ She turned to Alice. ‘Doogie’s Triple Grande Double Cream Mocha Chocca Latte is awesome. Especially with some fish sauce on top.’

‘Yuk!’

‘Oh no,’ said Miss Pinky, ‘they’re really good. In fact, I think I’ll nip upstairs to get another one.’

‘Absolutely not,’ said Magnus, as the phone started ringing again. ‘The only place you’re going is back to work. You can start by answering that.’

‘So not fair,’ mumbled Miss Pinky, slouching back to her desk and grabbing the phone. ‘Good morning, Jobs4Monsters, Miss Pinky speaking. How may I help you? Yes … I see … oh dear … oh no … that’s terrible. Just a moment.’ She held the phone out to Magnus. ‘It’s Balmoral Castle,’ she said. ‘The cyclops is on the loose.’
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The atmosphere in Jobs4Monsters suddenly changed. The news from the castle sent both its staff into a tizzy. Magnus couldn’t seem to stop pacing around, pulling at tufts of his hair, whilst Miss Pinky moved papers from one side of her desk to the other, and back again.

‘We’re not actually talking about a real cyclops, are we?’ asked Alice. ‘Like, from Greek myths?’

‘Yes,’ said Magnus, ‘an actual cyclops.’

Alice had learned about Greek legends the year before in school. Some of the creatures had razor-sharp claws and teeth and enough heads to eat an entire netball team in one go, but she couldn’t remember much about the cyclops.

‘I thought those stories were just stories,’ she said, ‘you know … made up.’

Magnus shook his head. ‘The stories might be made up,’ he said, ‘but the creatures are real enough.’

‘Let me get this right,’ said Alice. ‘Monsters are real?’

‘Yes,’ said Magnus.

‘And they’re out there right now?’

‘She’s catching on,’ said Miss Pinky.

‘And,’ continued Alice, ‘you help these … er … monsters find jobs.’

‘That’s it,’ said Magnus.

‘Do they come here to be interviewed?’ asked Alice, wondering if the bizarre odours she’d smelled came from real-life monsters.

‘Only some monsters are allowed to come here,’ explained Magnus. ‘We make other arrangements for the rest. Isn’t that right, Miss Pinky?’

‘Absolutely. At Jobs4Monsters we are happy to provide videoconferencing or home visits.’ Miss Pinky grabbed a leaflet from a pile on her desk. ‘Look! We’ll do mountains, caves, the bottom of lochs. Our motto is, “If you promise not to eat us, we’ll visit so you can meet us!”’
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