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‘Whoa!’

Alice blinked twice, then looked at her splayed fingers again. Yep. This was a definite ‘Whoa!’ moment. Her fingernails had at least doubled in length since she’d clipped them yesterday. Maybe if she stared at them for long enough, she’d actually see them growing.

Looking up from her table, Alice glanced around Monsters’ Munch. Apart from Doogie, the café owner, there were only a few people in the place. She decided she could risk a quick peek at her Ministry for Monsters welcome pack.

Alice had found the pack waiting for her downstairs at Jobs4Monsters, her uncle Magnus’s employment agency in Edinburgh. A lot had happened since her visit during the last school holiday, including being registered officially as a monster. She’d even had to provide a blood sample for the Ministry for Monsters database.

Alice placed one of the welcome pamphlets inside a menu in case anyone was watching. Monsters were good at keeping themselves hidden from prying eyes. They had to be. It was monster law.

Alice groaned at the pamphlet’s terrible title: So … You’re Going to Be a Werewolf! She flicked through, hoping there would be something in it about turbo-growth fingernails, but apart from a few basic sketches of ‘The Six Stages of Werewolf Transformation’ (which looked like they’d been drawn by a Year Two with their eyes shut) the pamphlet consisted entirely of a list of ‘Don’t’s and ‘Never’s:
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Alice didn’t much like the sound of ‘Emergency Containment’. It made her feel queasy just thinking about it.

She folded the pamphlet and dropped it into her satchel. ‘Useless rubbish,’ she muttered. What use was a list of things not to do? She already knew it was a crime to let yourself transform. Magnus had nearly got himself thrown into MonsterMax prison for forgetting to take his antidote during her last visit. What she really needed to know right now was if super-speed nail growth was normal for a Pre-T (pre-transformation werewolf) like her. Or if her hair was suddenly going to put on a hyper-growth spurt too, and start trailing along the ground behind her. Or maybe she’d begin howling without warning? Imagine doing that at the bus stop or during football practice! And what if she started craving chunks of raw meat, dripping with blood, instead of the divine-smelling chocolate orange muffins Doogie had been baking today?

Basically, she needed to know if having to cut her nails five times a week meant she was getting closer to her first transformation. The back of Alice’s neck did the whole shiver-tingle thing. The idea terrified her, but it was also pretty cool. It would mean she was a proper monster, even if she had to take the werewolf antidote during a full moon. For ever.

Forget the Ministry, thought Alice. Kiki will be able to help!

She rummaged in her satchel and pulled out her new mini tablet, an early twelfth birthday present from her mum. Unlike her school friends, who were addicted to boring human sites, Alice had downloaded some weird and amazing monster apps. She turned the tablet on and clicked on ScreamScreen, a monster vlogging site she was obsessed with. By far the best monster vlogs on ScreamScreen were posted by Kiki.

Like all the most popular monsters on the monstanet, Kiki only used her first name. She was a cool young werewolf who’d started a vlog channel about what it was like growing up as a werewolf. She didn’t spout useless Ministry rubbish. Instead she talked about properly important issues, like whether werewolves could be vegetarian (which Alice was), and the best ways to make the werewolf antidote taste better.

Alice selected a vlog and pressed play, quickly lowering the sound.

Kiki’s face appeared, her beautiful eyes almost piercing the screen. All adult werewolves had eyes similar to a husky’s, Alice had discovered. Kiki’s eyes were an intense green, and Alice hoped she’d end up with something similar. She was a ginger after all.

Apart from Kiki’s eyes, the thing Alice loved most of all was that Kiki looked and spoke like a regular person. But inside that regular person, she was dealing with all the rules and restrictions that came with being a werewolf. There was a lot of baggage to carry as a werewolf, and Kiki made it seem a lot less heavy. As she said at the end of every vlog:

“DON’T GET FREAKY, GET WITH KIKI!”

Alice did her best to remember those words every time she started to worry about the changes coming her way.

Amazingly, there was a chance that she would meet her new monster hero tomorrow. Kiki was hosting the Nessies – the monster world’s annual awards show – and the whole team from Jobs4Monsters had been invited. Even more amazingly, Alice had been nominated in the ‘Bravest Monster’ category for helping to rescue the royal cyclops. If she won, Kiki would present her with the award! Alice’s neck tingled again. But this time, it was sheer excitement.
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A sudden shadow loomed over her. Alice instantly slammed the tablet face-down on the table.

‘Thought you’d like another Steamo Creamo Peanutccino,’ said Doogie, placing a mug on the table. ‘You guzzled the last one faster than a vampire in a blood bank.’

A mouth-watering waft of chocolate and peanut butter drifted up from the mug. If she wasn’t mistaken, Doogie had added a pinch of cinnamon.

‘What?’ she stammered. ‘Oh, yeah. Thank you. It was delicious.’

Alice could feel her face turning red as she looked up at the faun. Doogie’s bushy eyebrows had joined together in a hairy caterpillar frown. Yep. He’d seen what she’d been watching.

‘Sorry, Doogie,’ she said. ‘I know I’m not supposed to watch this stuff here.’

Doogie smiled. ‘Be careful. There’s a reason I wear this beanie over my faun horns, you know. A lot of my customers are human.’ He leaned in to whisper, ‘And there’s a boy over there who’s been watching you.’

Alice peered round Doogie. All she could see was a mass of curly black hair hiding behind a magazine. ‘Are you sure?’ she said.

Doogie smirked. ‘Quite sure. Maybe he fancies you.’

Alice rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t you start,’ she said. ‘Miss Pinky’s desperate to set me up with someone. Ever since you got together with my uncle, she’s had nobody to matchmake.’

The faun flipped Alice’s tablet over. ‘Ah-ha!’ he whispered. ‘The star herself. What do you think she’ll be wearing? Something super-glamorous and ultra-fabulous?’

Alice laughed. She reckoned Kiki would try to keep it real for her legions of fans. Alice had decided to keep it real too, by point-blank refusing to wear a dress or skirt. Instead she’d allowed Miss Pinky – Jobs4Monsters’ newly-promoted Deputy Manager – to pick out a sparkly hoodie and gold sneakers for her when they’d gone outfit shopping earlier in the week.

Doogie’s eyes gleamed. ‘Maybe just wait until you’re back in the office to catch up on the monster vlogs. OK?’

Alice nodded sheepishly. ‘No problem. Oh, and the cinnamon is a nice touch.’

‘Only your super smellability could pick up on that, Alice! It was just the tiniest amount.’ Doogie winked and headed back to the counter.

Alice bent down to put the tablet in her satchel. As she pulled herself back up, another shadow fell over the table.

‘Excusez-moi! May I sit ’ere?’

The boy’s face was framed by a crazy amount of curly black hair. In one hand he held a mug topped with whipped cream, while the other held one of Doogie’s muffins. A cherry and berry one, Alice decided after a quick sniff.

He placed his mug and muffin on Alice’s table and dragged the other chair out, swinging into it with so much energy that his curls bounced around his head like coiled springs. Then he grinned, revealing a gap between his front teeth, before biting into his muffin.

‘Miam! This is délicieux!’ The boy’s eyes shone in the sunlight streaming in from outside. Alice noticed they were brown, flecked with orange. ‘Do you think there are really des monstres in this café?’ he asked, mouth half-stuffed with muffin.

‘W … what?’

‘Monsters,’ said the boy. ‘Are there real monsters in this café?’

Alice’s head spun like a Waltzer at the fairground. ‘What do you mean?’

The boy’s grin widened. ‘It is called Monsters’ Moonch, yes?’

Hearing ‘munch’ pronounced like that would normally have had Alice in stitches, but not right now. Right now, she didn’t know what to say or think. And if she wasn’t mistaken, the boy was trying to peer inside her satchel.

She scraped her chair back and stood up, clutching her satchel tightly to her chest. ‘Of course there aren’t any monsters,’ she said. ‘They don’t exist.’ She tried to smile. ‘Sorry, I have to go.’

‘But what about your chocolat chaud?’ said the boy, pointing to her mug.

‘You can have it,’ shouted Alice as she hurried away.
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Alice dashed to the end of the street and turned into the narrow alleyway which ran along between the rows of old houses. She paused for a moment to catch her breath. That annoying boy had ruined her morning. She’d been quite content, breathing in the hundreds of heavenly scents of Doogie’s café and getting excited about seeing Kiki in person at the Nessies. And then he’d butted in with his bouncy-haired head.

What if he’d caught a bit of Kiki’s vlog?

Her tummy twisted like a tightly coiled rope. She could get into big trouble for this.

Alice carried on down the alleyway, almost tripping up over a discarded can as she reached the back entrance to Jobs4Monsters. The front door was off-limits after Magnus had instigated bizarre new security measures to deal with a sudden increase in office visitors. Measures which everyone, including staff and family, had to comply with.

An industrial-sized, metal wheelie bin now stood in the pokey, weed-covered yard by the back door. Alice approached it and thumped the top.

‘Oi!’ she whispered into a small hole drilled into the side. ‘Let me in.’

A deep grunt reverberated from within the bin, followed by an equally deep and gravelly voice. ‘Name the current minister for monsters,’ it said.

‘There isn’t one,’ replied Alice.

‘Why’s that?’ asked the voice.

‘Because the last one was turned to stone by Medusa,’ said Alice, shivering at the memory of how her Gorgon friend had accidentally petrified Gideon Dragstorm, the evil former Minister for Monsters.

‘Correct answer,’ said the voice. The lid sprang open and a large head, totally covered in chocolate brown hair, appeared over the edge.
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The monster reached out and unlocked the door.
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‘Thank you, Ronald,’ Alice said, smiling at the creature. ‘Although you should probably ask a different question next time. That’s the third time you’ve asked me that one.’

The sasquatch smiled back, revealing a mouth crammed with stumpy yellow teeth. Making a mental note to bring him a toothbrush next time, Alice made her way down the corridor to the office.

She was greeted by a cacophony of grunts, roars and screams. An overpowering stench of sweaty-furred and sticky-feathered monsters reminded her that a werewolf’s super-powered sense of smell wasn’t always an advantage. Waving her hand in front of her nose, she peered into the crowded reception room.

‘Alice!’ cried Magnus from behind a boisterous crowd of short, bearded, green-clothed creatures. He pushed his way through the throng. His ginger hair was in its usual dishevelled state. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Sorry,’ said Alice. ‘I stayed for a second mug.’

Magnus rolled his eyes. ‘You must have gone through the entire menu by now.’

‘Almost,’ admitted Alice. ‘Who are they?’ she added, raising her voice as the green-clothed creatures broke into song. It might have been pleasant to listen to, only they’d all picked either a different tune, or completely different words.

‘Leprechauns,’ shouted Magnus. ‘And I’d like you to deal with them, please. I’ve got a video interview with a krakagon in a minute.’ He put a hand on his forehead. ‘See if you can shut them up, Alice. My head is still killing me.’

Earlier in the week, Magnus had travelled to the mountains to interview a stone giant for a quarry excavating job. He’d stood on a rock to shout up at the creature, and the stone giant, being a) short-sighted, and b) stupid, had picked up Magnus’s rock for a snack. Magnus said he’d only missed being ground to a pulp by the giant’s teeth by jumping to safety. Unfortunately he had landed on his head.

Now definitely wasn’t the time for Alice to tell him that she might have allowed a human to see a bit of the monster world. She just had to hope that boy wouldn’t come looking for her.

‘What am I doing with these leprechauns then?’ she asked, looking at the gaggle of rowdy creatures.

‘Check they’re genuine, will you?’ said Magnus. ‘Nobody wants to hire a leprechaun who makes porridge instead of rainbows.’

Alice spent the next ten minutes putting the leprechauns through their paces. By the time she’d finished, half had been sent packing. At least two turned out to be lady goblins wearing false beards. They’d come to Jobs4Monsters hoping no-one would notice they’d brought ordinary saucepans with them instead of magical leprechaun pots.

‘Phew!’ exclaimed Miss Pinky, emerging from her new Deputy Manager’s office just as Alice closed the door on the grumbling goblins. ‘Am I glad that’s over!’

‘What have you been up to?’ asked Alice.

‘Well,’ said Miss Pinky, running her fingers along her white whiskers. ‘I’ve been trying to find a replacement tooth fairy for a dental practice. The last one was swallowed by a minotaur during an extraction, and now no-one seems interested in the job. And before that my friend Jeanie called. She’s the chief experimental chemist at MonLab and she’s looking for a new assistant.’

‘What’s MonLab?’

‘It stands for Monster Laboratory,’ explained Miss Pinky. ‘They make medicines for the monster community. It’s where you’ll be getting your werewolf antidote from someday.’

Alice smiled at her friend. It was obvious Miss Pinky was enjoying her new position. She’d been the Jobs4Monsters receptionist, but since helping Alice to rescue the cyclops, Magnus had promoted her. And nobody deserved it more than Miss Pinky. Alice was proud to call the half mermaid, half giant cat monster her best mate.

Maybe I should tell her about the boy, she thought.

Alice opened her mouth to speak, but Miss Pinky suddenly threw her against the wall.

‘Incoming!’ she screamed, as a blue-grey blur rushed by. ‘I wish he wouldn’t do that,’ she spluttered in the swirling cloud. ‘Dustin’s supposed to collect the dust, not create it.’

Alice rubbed her eyes. Jobs4Monsters had taken on a house brownie to keep the place clean who was forever zipping through, rotating like a car-wash brush. Occasionally Dustin would stop for a moment to pick out some dust from his straggly hair. Alice wasn’t sure if it was hair from his head, body or face, as the brownie was sheathed in hair from top to bottom with just his pink toes sticking out.

She quickly closed her eyes as the brownie whirled past again. For a creature who only came up to Alice’s chest, Dustin still managed to cause chaos. ‘I think he’s actually making things worse,’ she said, brushing a layer of dust off her top.

Miss Pinky licked her whiskers clean. ‘You try telling a brownie how to do their job.’

Magnus opened his office door. ‘Ah, Miss Pinky,’ he said. ‘I don’t suppose you found that krakagon translation app? I can’t tell if this one is saying he wants to work for us, or eat me for his dinner.’

‘These krakagons are new to me,’ said Alice, scribbling it down in her notebook. ‘Are they a sort of splicer too?’

‘Yes,’ said Miss Pinky. ‘Although us splicers aren’t called that any more.’

‘You’re not?’ asked Alice, looking up from her notebook.

Miss Pinky laughed. ‘Didn’t I tell you I was a MOM now?’

Alice stared at Miss Pinky, confused. ‘You’re a … mum?’ An image popped into her mind of Miss Pinky trundling a litter of merma-kittens around in a pram.

‘No!’ Miss Pinky hooted with laughter. ‘A MOM. A Mixed Origin Monster. The Ministry thinks it’s more respectful.’

‘I didn’t think there was anyone running the Ministry right now,’ said Alice.

‘There isn’t,’ said Magnus. ‘But that doesn’t stop the pencil pushers who work there from issuing orders.’ He sighed. ‘I’d better see if I can make myself understood to This MOM!’

As soon as he’d closed his office door, Alice turned to Miss Pinky. ‘I think I might have messed up,’ she said, quickly explaining about the boy.

‘This calls for an EBB!’ said Miss Pinky, grabbing her by the arm.

‘A what?’

‘Emergency Bog Briefing,’said Miss Pinky, leading Alice into the washroom. She selected one of the stalls, pulled Alice in and locked the door.

‘Right,’ said Miss Pinky. ‘Out with it.’

‘No, keep it in,’ said a watery-sounding voice from somewhere inside the toilet. ‘I’ve only just got back after that hairball of a cleaner flushed me away.’

A curling wisp of green mist rose up out of the toilet, transforming into the familiar outline of Fergus Fingal, the poltergeist Jobs4Monsters had acquired during Alice’s last visit. He hovered in the air with a mischievous grin on his face.
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‘Have you been naughty, Alice?’ he asked.
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